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means and methods which best com¬ 
municate Christianity to people of 
diverse backgrounds. Dr. Nida is 
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A well-known specialist in linguistics, 
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out the world advising missionaries at 

work in the field. Dr. Nida first gives 

the reader a fascinating introduction 
into the general problems of communi¬ 
cation which are common to all man¬ 
kind. He then describes the basic 
problems of meaning which so often 
lead to a failure of communication. 

Understanding these problems of com¬ 
munication is vital to those who would 

impart ideas—especially Christian 
ideas. Dr. Nida show's that Bible trans¬ 
lation involves not only a knowledge 
of the Book but also an appreciation of 
those for whom it is being translated. 
He points out how missionaries can 

use the latest techniques and insights 

gained in such varied disciplines as 
anthropology, linguistics, psychology, 
and theology. 

Grounded solidly in fact, message 
and mission is a practical tool as well 
as an inspiration for everyone w'ho 
communicates the Christian faith. 


No, 989ZA 































# 
















































































/ 


















































































Black stone Studios 

54 West 57th $L* New York 


EUGENE A. NIDA 


an Executive Secretary of the American Bible 
Society, is in charge of the Translations Department and is a foremost 
linguist. He is the author of customs and cultures and gods 

WORD IN man’s LANGUAGE. 


y 


HARPER & BROTHERS 









MISSION 


MESSAGE 








The Communication of 

the Christian Faith 


by 


HARPER & BROTHERS PUBLISHERS NEW YORK 







MESSAGE AND MISSION 

Copyright © i960 by Eugene A* Nida 
Printed in the United States of America 

All rights in this book reserved. No part of the book may be used or reproduced 
in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief 
quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information address 
Harper & Brothers, 49 East 33rd Street, New York \ 6 t N. Y. 

First Edition 


H'K 


Library of Congress catalog card number: 60-11785 


Unless otherwise specified, all major quotations of the Scriptures used in this book 
are from The Holy Bible , Revised Standard Version, copyright 1946, 1952, by the 

Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of 
Christ in the United States of America, and reproduced here by permission. 



To my brother Clarence, 

who as a Christian minister 
has dedicated his life to 

the communication of the 

Good News. 




CONTENTS 


Preface 




AN INTRODUCTION TO COMMUNICATION 


1 




The Mysterious Power of Symbols 

The Abundance and Variety of Communication 
Communication of the Christian Faith 




4 


5 


RELIGION AND COMMUNICATION 


9 




The Sending of Messages 

Receiving Messages 

Re-enactment of Communication 

Beliefs that Underlie the Practice of Religion 

The Influence of the Social Context upon Communication 

with Supernatural Beings 
Communication in Christianity 
Behavioral Consequences of Religion 
Tensions on the Scale of Symbolic Behavior 


10 


M 


*5 


18 


20 




2 3 


20 


3 THE STRUCTURE OF COMMUNICATION 


33 


Communication within a Setting 
A Two-Language Model of Communication 
The Lack of Correspondence between Cultures 

The Lack of Correspondence between Participants 
A Three-Language Model of Communication 

The Formal Non identity of Messages 


35 


39 


4 2 


45 


46 


47 


Vll 



* * * 


Contents 


Vlll 


The Formal Nonidentity of Cultures 

The Meaning of a Message in Terms of the Cultural Context 

The Purpose of Communicative Procedures 


48 


57 


58 


4 SYMBOLS AND THEIR MEANING 

Language As a Communication Code 
Signs and Symbols 

Characteristics of Symbols and Codes 
The Limitation of Symbols 

Encoding and Decoding 
Information Theory 

The Nature of Meaning 

Meaning and Perception 

The Meanings of Words As a Conceptual Map of Experience 
The Range of Meanings of Words and Groups of Words 
Perspective of Meaning, Depending upon the Participants in 

Communication 

The Problem of Meaning through the Centuries 

The Restructuring of Meaning 

Fundamental Facts about the Meanings of Words 

The Possibility of Effective Communication 


62 


62 


65 


67 


69 


69 


72 


76 


79 


80 


82 


84 


86 


87 


89 


9 ° 


5 COMMUNICATION AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE 94 

Types of Social Structures 
Diagrammatic Models of Social Structure 
Communication within Social Structures 
The Communication Patterns in Totalitarian and Democratic 
States 

Communicative Approach to Urban Society 
The Structure of Face-to-Face Societies 
Communicative Approach to a Face-to-Face Society 
The Problem of Heterogeneous Societies 
Communicative Approach to a Heterogeneous Society with 
Included Face-to-Face Constituency 


96 


97 


99 


100 


102 


107 


llO 


J1 5 


120 





Contents 

Orientations of Societies toward Life 

Principles of Communication and the Social Structure 


123 


132 


6 THE DYNAMICS OF COMMUNICATION 


1 37 


Nativistic Movements 
Indigenous Christian Movements 

Circumstances Favorable to the Development of Indigenous 
Christian Movements 

Factors Which Provide the Initial Impulse for Christian 
Movements 

Internal Problems in the Growth of Christian Movements 
External Opposition to the Growth of Christian Movements 

The “Cooling Off” of Christian Movements 
The Reduction of Entropy to a Minimum 


139 




144 


146 


M7 


149 


15° 


*55 


PSYCHOLOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS IN 

COMMUNICATION 


7 


158 


The Psychological Attitudes of the Source toward the 

Symbolic System of the Message 
The Psychological Attitudes of the Receptor toward the 
Symbolic System of the Message 
Psychological Relations between Source and Receptor 
Degrees of Identification in Terms of Levels of Communica¬ 
tion 

Cultural Barriers to Identification 
Basic Ingredients in Effective Identification 


*59 


160 


161 


164 


166 


168 


8 COMMUNICATION AND THE TOTAL 

CULTURAL CONTEXT 


171 


The Circumstances of Communication 
Communication Techniques and Media 

The Roles of the Participants 
The Contents of the Message 

Indigenization vs. Syncretism 


172 


174 


178 


179 


184 



Contents 


9 SCRIPTURE TRANSLATION AND REVISION 

AS TECHNIQUES OF COMMUNICATION 


189 


Diverse Types of Translations 
Translation As the Closest Natural Equivalent 
Problems of Equivalence 
Revisions of the Scriptures 


191 


194 


*95 


199 


10 THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS 

OF COMMUNICATION 


206 


History of the Tension between the Church and Culture 
Two Contrasting Approaches to Communication 
Christ and Culture 

Fundamental Priuciples of Interpersonal Relations 

Application of the Principles of Equity and Love to Problems 
of Cultural Change 

God’s Communication with Man 
A Biblical View of Communication 
Implications of the Biblical View of Communication 
The Supernatural Character of the Divine Communication 


207 


211 


21 5 


216 


218 


221 


222 


22C 


228 


Notes 


230 


Bibliography 


239 


Index 


249 



PREFACE 


One highly significant fact in the present world is the recent con¬ 
verging of interest and effort in several fields of study and research on 
problems of communication. Linguistics, which would seem obviously 
related to the problems of meaning and communication, remained 
preoccupied for many years with the formal structures of languages. 
Within the last few years, however, keen concern has been shown for 
the relation of language to culture and of formal structure to the 

problems of meaning. Linguists have rendered important service to 
the theory and techniques of communication, first by separating the 
formal elements of language from the entangling alliances of mean¬ 
ing. They have also shown clearly that there is no such thing as a 
“primitive language,” but only languages (with all imaginable degrees 
of complexity) spoken by so-called “primitive peoples.” Moreover, 
they have also demonstrated that anything said in any language can 
be communicated in another, though often with greatly altered ways 
of speaking. Furthermore, language has heen recognized not only as 

integral element in the functioning of any society, but also in a 

a kind of “model” of the way of which people view their 

world and a “grid” by which the experiences of people are perceived 

and then classified, stored, and manipulated. 

Anthropologists have recently become increasingly absorbed in the 
problem of symbols and their relation to human behavior. They have 
for many years studied the use of magic formulas, the forms of 

and the esthetic symbols of design and ritual. Now, however, 
the almost innumerable ways of communicating are being studied in 
terms of their dynamic effect 


an 


sense as 


curses 


on behavior and culture change, thus 
providing significant insights for the whole field of intercultural 

communication. 


Psychologists have always been keenly 


of the problems of 


aware 
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perception and have struggled with the seemingly ever elusive mean¬ 
ings of words. Of late, especially under the influence of Gestalt 
psychologists, meaning has taken on an even greater significance, for 
it has been recognized that people do not merely perceive the “outside 
world,” but that they select, organize, and interpret all that they 
perceive. These findings have been an additional source of clues as 
to how communication actually takes place. 

Information theory (also known as the science of cybernetics), 
which has constituted one of the important scientific breakthroughs 
of our generation, has likewise contributed appreciably to our under¬ 
standing of communication. Even though such concepts as encoding, 
decoding, feedback, redundancy, noise, and transitional probabilities 
may seem too remote from our everyday experience to be of practical 
relevance, they have nevertheless provided, as we shall see in subse¬ 
quent chapters, some of the most important insights into the process 
of communication. By means of the analytical tools made available by 
information theory we have ways of judging more precisely such 
matters as “How difficult will this translation of Romans 1:1-7 ^ 
in Guajibo, an Indian language of Venezuela?” and “Why is Basic 
English, which should be so easy, really so hard?” 

The philosophers of our day have increasingly turned their atten¬ 
tion to the problem of symbols and their meaning. Of course, from 
the earliest times philosophers have been concerned with meaning as 
expressed in symbols, especially verbal ones. For the philosophers 
who preceded Socrates, language and reality were more or less two 
sides of a single coin, and meaning was largely taken for granted and 
meaningful relationships were assumed, though not with naive over¬ 
simplification. Socrates and Plato were not satisfied with the seem¬ 
ingly "too easy” answers of their predecessors or with the popular 
tendency to fiud hidden truth and logic in etymologies. For them, 
words became useful labels, means of communicating truth, but not 
the embodiment of truth. With Aristotle language became a more 
refined tool with which to view reality, even though he continued to 
regard it as basically a good reflection of what was real. The Epi¬ 
cureans, however, argued that language is wholly and completely 
arbitrary. 

With these different views of language and reality philosophers 
have been concerned in varying degrees down to recent times. Of 
late, however, a new dimension has come into prominence, namely, 
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the construction of whole symbolic systems, where the symbols have 
nothing to do with concepts outside the system but only with those 

within it. For this development mathematics has proved to be not only 

the delight of philosophers, but also the practical key by which to 
unlock many secrets of the universe. As a result, the perspective has 
shifted, and philosophers are not too concerned with the problems of 
linking thought with reality or of relating perception to truth. 
Rather, they are engaged in the study of the functioning of symbols 
and systems of symbols as means of communication. 

In our study of communication we shall be concerned primarily 
with the ways in which the message of the Bible has been communi¬ 
cated—whether in the boroughs of New York or the villages of 
Ubangi, Congo. However, choosing this basis for our study does not 
limit its range. In a certain sense this background makes possible a 
wider analysis of the problems of communication than would be the 
ease with any other field of inquiry', for in the dimensions of cultural 
diversity no other type of communication equals that of the Chris¬ 
tian gospel. At least some parts of the Bible have been translated into 
1,151 languages, with entire Bibles in 219 tongues and New Testa¬ 
ments in 271 others. These translations reflect the cultures of more 
than 95 per cent of the world's population and represent every cnl- 
tural area on the globe. Furthermore, the message of the Bihle deals 
with every aspect of life, and thus the problems of communication 
are fully representative of all types of difficulties. 

In addition, the communication of the Christian faith involves not 
only some highly abstract and abstruse symbolism; because of its 
essentially religious character it is related as well to the most sym¬ 
bolic area of human behavior. Moreover, the communication of the 
gospel by its nature requires acceptance or rejection on the basis of 
a people's most keenly felt values. The New Testament cannot be 
equated with Homer’s Iliad or Virgil's Aeneid, which are fascinating 
documents with many religious features. The New Testament comes, 
rather, as the communication of a new way of life. Thus the impact 
of its dissemination is highly significant in any thoughtful study of the 
principles and procedures of communication. 

While the particular approach being followed in this volume is 

being explained, it is perhaps equally important to state what this 

book docs not purport to be. In the first place, it is not a treatment of 
the history of the expansion of Christianity 


or of the missionary enter 
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prise during the last two hundred years. References are, of course, 
made to certain historical developments, but there is no systematic 
treatment in this book of the historical perspective of communication 
of the Christian faith. It is omitted not because it is nnimportant, 
but simply because Kenneth Scott Latonrette and others have already 
done it so well. For the purposes of this volume, which deals pri¬ 
marily with methodology, not with historical precedent, such an 
account seems unnecessary. 

In the second place, this is not a study of comparative religions, for 
in the analysis of techniques of communication we are concerned, 
not with the classification and comparison of religions, but with the 
principles of communication as they apply to a wide cross section of 
religions. Moreover, the book does not attempt to focus attention 
on the so-called higher religions, as volumes on comparative religions 
usually do. Rather, it is concerned with all types of religious phenom¬ 
ena, largely as classes of religious practice, beliefs, and resultant 
behavior, and not as systems to be compared. The orientation is thus 
cross-cultural, rather than “comparative” in the traditional sense of 

the word. 

In the third place, this volume is not a “theology of missious” or 
a “comparative theology of religions.” For the stndent there are a 
number of excellent treatments of these problems. Ernst Troeltsch, 
in The Absolute Validity of Christianity (1909) and The Social 
Teaching of the Christian Churches (1912), was one of the first 
highly creative thinkers to tackle this problem, and though his point 
of view was liberal (he spoke of Christianity as “a point of culmina¬ 
tion np to now”), nevertheless, his insights are challenging and his 
learning impressive. Rudolf Otto, in The Idea of the Holy (1923), 
undertook a strictly scientific study which had broad implications for 
the comparative study of religion. William Ernest Hocking, as the 
leading figure in the controversial Re-Thinking Missions (1932) and 
in his book Living Religions and a "World Faith (1940), proposed 
a strongly syncretistic view (though rejecting the term), but not 
without remarkable insight on many issues. His classification of mis¬ 
sionary methodology in terms of “radical displacement” (the tradi¬ 
tional attitude toward non-Christian religions), “synthesis” (a kind 
of syncretism), and “reconception” (in which he proposes for Chris¬ 
tianity a constantly widening horizon of incorporated truth), may 
seem unrealistic, but it nevertheless demands serious consideration. 


xiv 



Preface 

A number of persons have made important contributions to the 

entire field of the theology of missions and the relation of Christian 
theology to that of non-Christian religions. Among these are Arch¬ 
bishop Nathan Soderblom (The Living God, 1933), G. van der 
Leeuw (Religion in Essence and Manifestation, 1938), Archbishop 
William Temple (Nature, Man and God, 1951), H- H. Farmer 
(Revelation and Religion, 1954), J- E. Leslie Newbigin (The House¬ 
hold of God, 1954), Max A. C. Warren (The Christian Imperative, 
1955), and Daniel T. Niles (The Preacher’s Task and the Stone of 

Stumbling, 1958). 

Certain persons of late have made an unusually significant con¬ 
tribution to this whole area, not primarily as scholars in this specialized 
field, but as the result of their wide theological interests. Emil 
Brunner, in Revelation and Reason (1947), contrasts Christianity 
with non-Christian religions and comes to an emphatic declaration 
of the uniqueness of Christianity. In other words, he concludes, only 
at one place and only in one event has God revealed Himself truly 
and completely. Karl Barth, in his customarily incisive manner, lumps 
all “religion" (in contrast with faith as an answer to pure grace) as 
“unbelief"; thus in his view all religion in its customary formal 
aspects becomes cither “idolatry or justification by works.” 

Rudolf Bultmann has had great influence, especially in the field of 
the communication of symbols, for his concept of demythologizing 
has opened up a new field for the interpretation of the New Testa¬ 
ment message in other categories. Paul Tillich's emphasis on the 
Logos doctrine (a tradition going back to Justin Martyr, Clement of 
Alexandria, and Origen), as a point of contact with contemporary 
philosophical developments, and A. C. Bouquet’s more recent de¬ 
tailed exposition of the Logos theory as a means of effective mission¬ 
ary commnnication (The Christian Faith and Non-Christian Reli¬ 
gions, 1958) have provided some thought-provoking observations 
which cannot be ignored, even though most leading exegetes have 
concluded that the use of the Greek logos, “Word 

of the Gospel of John reflects predominantly an Old Testament 
background, not the world of Stoic, Neoplatonic, or Gnostic philos¬ 
ophy. Nevertheless, it must be recognized that Tillich's inflnence 

the field of symbolic interpretation is very great and in varying 
degrees will have considerable influence in the future. 

Martin Buber has made very significant contributions to certain 
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philosophical and theological aspects of communication through his 

brilliant insistence upon the focal importance of the “dialogue” in 

the comprehension as well as the communication of truth. 

Arnold Toynbee has entered the field, not as a theologian, but as a 
historian, and has recommended a grand synthesis of certain higher 
religions beliefs in a way that seems to reflect a failure to appreciate 
fully the essential differences between religious systems and the his¬ 
torical processes by which religious changes take place. 

Undoubtedly the leading conservative protagonist in the field of 
the theology of missions is Hendrik Kraemer. His earlier book, The 

Christian Message in a Non-Christian 'World (1938), became a focal 
point of controversy in the international missionary conference held 
in Tambaran in South India and it has had an immense influence on 
missionary thinking ever since. His more recent work, Religion and 
the Christian Faith (1956), and a smaller volume, The Communica¬ 
tion of the Christum Faith (1956), reflect the same general point of 
view, which emphasizes the radical distinctiveness of Christianity in 
comparison with other religious systems. Kraemer’s long missionary 
experience in Indonesia (he therefore speaks the missionary’s lan¬ 
guage) and his basically conservative orientation as to the uniqueness 
of Jesus Christ and the authority of the Scriptures, while not repu¬ 
diating the results of contemporary scholarship, have made him an 

able and effective exponent of certain aspects of the modern mission¬ 
ary movement, which in many respects is more conservative than 
many elements of the churches represented. 

While Chapters 1 through 9 do not deal with essentially theologi¬ 
cal problems, there are certain obvious theological presuppositions, 
which will be evident to all. These concepts are presented particularly 
in the final chapter, and some persons may prefer to read this chapter 
before proceeding with the others. This chapter on the theological 
implications of communication is purposely left to the end, where it 
logically belongs in this type of treatment, employing, as it does, a 
descriptive scientific procedure, which draws primarily on the disci¬ 
plines of anthropology and linguistics, with important help from 
psychology, sociology, information theory, and certain restricted 

aspects of symbolic logic and semantics. 

The purpose of this book is not, however, to prove any point or 
thesis, but to introduce the reader to principles and procedures of 
communication and to focus attention on the outworking of such 
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XVII 


(actors in the communication of the Christian faith. One must not 

presume, however, that the application of such techniques as are 
described here will automatically guarantee results or that the opera¬ 
tion of God’s Spirit can be regulated or predicted by such commu¬ 
nicative procedures. In this volume we are only attempting to describe 
important features of divine-human communication, not to prescribe 
formulas for success. 

I trust that the limitation of this volume in terms of its methodol¬ 


ogy and goals will not be felt to imply an inexcusable failure to re¬ 
examine known ground or a lack of appreciation for the significant 
contributions of the many scholars in the field. It is only that its 
emphasis and approach seem to call for the breaking of new ground 
with some new tools. It will be up to the specialists to say whether 
the soil looks propitious for the planting and reaping of a good crop. 

In the preparation of this book I have drawn constantly on the 
stimulating suggestions and human-interest accounts of many mis¬ 
sionaries and Christian workers whom it has been my privilege to 
know in different countries. I have also had the advantage of impor¬ 
tant critical analyses by Paul Verghese and by my colleagues in the 
American Bible Society: William L. Wonderly, William A. Smalley, 
William D. Reybnrn, and Robert P. Markham. In many matters of 
editorial detail Charles S. Ridgway and Anna-Lisa Madeira have 
provided important help, while for professional editorial assistance I 
am indebted to Dorothy L. Tyler. 


Eugene A. Nida 


New York 
March, 10/60 




CHAPTER / 


An Introduction to Communication 


Thy word is a lamp to my feet 
and a light to my path . . . 

The unfolding of thy words gives light; 
it imparts understanding to the simple. 

—Psalm 119:105,130 


The major difficulties in communication result largely from the fact 
that we take communication for granted.. Whenever we hear some¬ 


one speak, we tend to assume that what is meant is precisely what we 
nnderstand by these words. But words do not always mean what we 
think they mean, even in our native tongue, and our seemingly most 
transparent idioms are rarely translatable into other languages. In a 
number of languages of Central Africa the phrase “beat his breast” 

(used in speaking of the Publican who went into the temple to pray 
and in great contrition of heart “beat his breast,” Luke 18:13) can be 
grossly misunderstood if translated literally and without explanation. 
To these people it would mean “to congratulate oneself,” equivalent 
to our “patting oneself on the back.” In that part of the world a 
person who is truly repentant will “beat his head,” not “beat his 

breast.” One of the special problems of communication in our con¬ 
temporary cold war is that words have utterly different meanings to 
different people. “Peace” for the West means “the absence of strife 
and conflict,” but in Communist ideology “peace” defines a state of 
being propitious for the outworking of dialectical materialism. Such a 
state is generally anything but peaceful, since it requires not only 
violent class conflict but also the subverting of other nations and 
military encouragement to revolutionary movements. 

These problems of communication arise largely because essentially 
the same symbols may have radically different meanings. For Amer- 
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icans the wheel is usually regarded as a perfectly logical and appro¬ 
priate symbol of progress. For the Buddhist world, however, the eight- 
spoke wheel symbolizes “reversion of type”—the cyclical view of the 
wotM which ultimately denies any real progress. We find it entirely 
polite to offer a gift to a person with one hand, but in many parts 
of Africa to do so is a serious insult. There one offers food to a dog 
with one hand while anything for a person must be presented with 
two. If, after a long, arduous journey, we should arrive, tired and 
hungry, in a Kaka village of the Cameroun, we would probably not 
think it improper to ask a woman for food; but she would not inter¬ 
pret the request as merely a desire for something to eat, for asking a 
Kaka woman for food is the generally accepted way of suggesting that 
she become one’s mistress. 

On the other hand, not only do similar objects and actions have 
quite different meanings for different peoples, but very different 
symbols may c onvey essen tially_similar meanings. We speak of “a 
hard-hearted man,” but the Shipibos of the jungles in Peru describe 
such a person as “without holes in his ears.” We normally motion 
to a person to come by extending the arm and moving the fingers 
with the palm of the hand turned up, but in Latin America, as well 
as in many parts of the Orient, such a gesture seems ridiculous. As 
a man once exclaimed, “What do yon want me to do, fly?” In many 
regions Americans must learn to turn the palm of the hand down 
while motioning with the fingers. 

To make matters even worse, there are some types of symbols 
which we rarely use—at least not in the highly elaborate ways that 
other people use them. The New Caledonians in the South Pacific 
make a great deal of the condition of the skin, and by “decoding” 
its various conditions—flushed, dry, perspiring, pallid, etc.—they 
describe and communicate subtle meanings about psychological states 
of being. In the Sudan some of the Nilotic tribes have a complex set 
of symbols in their dance forms, and in the Southwest of the United 
States the intricate geometric forms employed by various Indian 
groups express many distinct meanings. 


The Mysterious Power of Sym bols 
Our difficulties with symbols,(espe 


which are symbols 
par excellence , wonld not be so l^reat if it were not for the great 
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jrdvwhen properly 
ls o_inflame us in to 
sant associatio ns; others deeply 
embarrass us . WiflT words men sway the multitudes and even try to 
wring concessions from God. Similarly, they are convinced that by 
words evil spirits can be placated, if not deceived. Among some 
Indians of South America one of the standard ways of keeping evil 
spirits from harming small children is to call the boys and girls by 
bad names so that the malignant spirits will have no reason to think 
them attractive. 

By means of word symbols we frequently reveal our status in 
society, betray our npbringing, or reflect our education. Certain words 
become the badge of membership in our group, and woe to the visiting 
lecturer who uses the wrong word. 

The real power of word symbols results not, however, from these 
secondary features of social control or class identity (much as we 
mav fear the insidious effects of “the organized lie” in our age), but 
from the indispen sable function of symb ols in the processes of con : 
ce ptualization . Some thinking is possible without word symbols, but 

it is usually very diffuse and unmanageable and tied to immediate 
impressions and stimuli. It is only when we have acquired a symbol 
which can serve as a label or identification tag for our conceptions 
that we can he said really to think. Only then can we readily manipu¬ 
late our thoughts, rearrange our perceptions, test our impressions 
against our remembrance of experience, and satisfactorily recall the 
infinite variety of phenomena which surround us. Helen Keller's 
deeply moving account of her first experience with a word symbol 

"water” is the most striking evidence of the power of words. 1 When 
as a 

constituted a symbol of the cool liquid pouring over her hand from 
the pump, there was released within Helen Keller a great reservoir 
of mental energy. By means of a symbol for water she now had a tool 
bv which to grasp the reality. All of us in lesser ways also experience 
the need for tools by which to understand the world around us. My 
wife and I, for example, enjoy our bird feeder, where scores of birds 

each day, especially in the early spring. But until we had a 
bird book by which to identify these beautiful creatures, we felt 
strangely cut off from our feathered friends. They remained strangers 


power they exercise over people. Not only_ca 

used, s oothe our 
rage. Some words delight usjari 


ional tantrumsT m 


young girl she sensed that the movement of her teacher’s fingers 


come 
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to us until we learned their names, and then in an almost uncanny 
way we seemed to have established rapport with them. The use of a 
symbol by which to identify these birds had not in any way changed 
them or us, but it altered completely our feeling of relationship. 
Here lies the heart of our problem of symbolism. 
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The Abundance and Variety of Communication 
Whateyei_e,lse we may say of human communication, one thing 

reatest interest and most distinctive achieve- 


is true 

ment of man .” 2 This distinc tly human activity tak es more of o ur 

e alarm clock in the 


time a 


an an 

morning until “lights-out” at night—and even in our dreams—we 
are producing and responding to symbols, most of which are either 
words or are readily translatable into words. We find words suitable 
for all kinds of occasions, from “Soup’s on!” to “Here comes the 
bride!” 


er. rrom 


. We receive commu- 

L 

nication by means of all our senses: hearing (language, music, bark- 
jing of dogs), seeing (words, pictures, signs), touching (kissing, 
stroking), tasting (the gourmet’s language of good and rare foods), 
and smelling (pleasure in the rare symbolism of perfumes, the painful 
response to foul odors). Moreover, communication comes to us 
through an amazing variety of forms (e.g., speech, gestures, dance, 
drama, music, plastic art, and painting) and is transmitted to us 
through many media (e.g., radio, television, books, billboards, and 
even sky-writers). 

Part of the complexity of communication results from its wide 
range of purposes . Though, in general, we assume that communica¬ 
tion is designed to convey information, and by this means to influ¬ 
ence or control the behavior or attitudes of others, much that pur¬ 
ports to be communication of information is merely self-expression. 
Many poems, for example, are essentially an expression of an 
author’s emotion; the information content of the “message” is quite 
secondary. Unfortunately, too many orations and not a few sermons 
are primarily expressive, rather than informative, for they are too 
often means of impressing people with the speaker’s erudition or of 
acquiring prestige. 

While the range of our purposes in communication may be wide, 
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the varie 

greater. (Speech^'for example, can be used not only to yell at a dog 
and to cufse^an enemy, but also to court a lover and to philosoph 
about the n ature of realit y. Speech may be employed as an in< 
pensable magical ingredient in successful gardening in the Trobriand 
Islands, while it is thought to be a prerequisite for worship, even 
when it is not understood, in the Latin mass of Roman Catholicism. 
The very same communication may be thought cleverly humorous 
when addressed to a good friend, but provocative of bloodshed when 
said to a stranger or an enemy. A Hopi Indian, for example, can make 

all kinds of joking remarks, some of them highly suggestive, to or 

about his father's sisters or his father’s brother’s daughters, who are 
traditionally supposed to be jealous of a man and to insist, all in 
fun, that he is their sweetheart. But these same remarks directed to 
other women would certaiuly get him into serious trouble. 

Added to these difficulties of communication is the fact that an 
a cceptable manner of comm unication within one society may be in- 

one can 

go in for the old-fashioned “spread-eagle oratory,” which though 
taboo in the North aud East, is still popular in some places in the 
South and West. In general, Americans favor straightforward sim¬ 
plicity and a direct approach, looking one’s audience squarely in the 
face. Iu Madagascar, on the contrary, in certain types of communica¬ 
tion it is important to avert one’s gaze; otherwise one will be 
accused of being brazen and lacking in respect. 

Communication of the Christian Faith 
No other religion is so thoroughly word-oriented as “Judeo-Chris- 
tianity.” It is true that words play an important part in all religions, 
whether in the sacred formulas of the mystery rites in ancient Eleusis 

in the utterances of the Egyptian creator-god Ptah, “who thought 
in his heart and spoke with his tongue” in order to bring all things 

into existence. But only in the Judeo-Christian tradition is there so 
strong a rejection of visual images and likenesses and such utter 
dependence upon “Thus saith the Lord.” While the Greeks beheld 
the mysteries, the Jewish prophets heard the voice of God. Jehovah 

could not be seen, but he eould be heard, not in the noise of nature, 

but in the “still, small voice.” Pre-eminently this emphasis upon 
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verbal communication as an integral element of revelation is symbol¬ 
ized even further by "The Word” as a title of the Second Person of 

the Trinity. 

TheGod of the Scriptures is one who entered history. But unlike 
the gods of the Australian aborigines who were thought to have left 
their traces in sacred pools, streams, and rocky hills, the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is remembered in written words, which 
not only describe what He did but undertake to interpret these deeds 
from His point of view. In the description of God there are seeming 
contradictions, for though He is plainly said to be "Spirit” He is also 
spoken of as having eyes, a mouth, ears, a right arm, and a throne. A 
closer study, however, reveals that these are not really the features of 
"an old man upstairs,” but refer to God’s functions—His knowledge, 
revelation of Himself, power, and authority. The exploration of these 
problems leads us directly into the heart of the communication 
problem. 

I For the Christian there is the difficulty not only of apprehending 
adequately the distinctive form in which the gospel has been com¬ 
municated, but also of appreciating some of t he reasons for the 

diverse res 


es to it of different peop les. How nas it happened, for 

example, that in Thailand in a population of more than 20,000,000 
there are only approximately 20,000 Protestant Christians, despite 
intensive missionary work for a century, while in Sumatra among the 

previously cannibalistic Bataks, who ate the first two Methodist 
missionaries, there are now more than 1,000,000 Christians, with 


their own schools, churches, seminaries, and even missionaries? Cer¬ 
tainly Adoniram Judson never dreamed in Burma that his seemingly 
rather dull Karen servant, Ko Tha Byu, would be the first Christian, 
and would witness to a people who would eventually accept the 
gospel by tens of thousands (there are now more than 100,000 Pwo 
and Sgaw Karen Christians); while the church among the Burmese¬ 
speaking people, for whom Judson was so devotedly translating the 
Scriptures, would not be much larger than 5,000. We cannot but ask 
ourselves the question: How does it happen that the gospel has had 
wide acceptance in Uganda and Ruanda-Urundi (where almost 5 ° 
per cent of the population is at least nominally related to the Chris¬ 
tian community), while in Japan not one half of 1 per cent are 
Christians, in China scarcely 1 per cent, and in India as a whole not 
2 per cent? On the other hand, in India, among such groups as the 
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Uraons, Mundas, Hmars, and among many of the Nagas, nearly whole 
districts have become Christian. In general, the explanation given 
is that, because of their credulous nature, the animistic peoples, who 
do not follow any of the “world religions" (e.g.. Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Confucianism, Taoism, Islam, etc.), are easy victims of "missionary 
exploitation.” But this is not the whole story. There are radically 
different responses even among the so-called animistic peoples. In 
southern Mexico the Tzeltals and the Tzotzils are closely related 

tribes, living in very similar circumstances, but their response to the 
gospel has been wholly dissimilar. 

A people's response to the Good News about Jesus Christ depends 
on a host of factors. It has been found, for example, that in Latin 
America people in new communities are much more likely to be 

interested in the gospel than are those living in old towns, with age- 
old traditions and strong social pressures. Moreover, people in new 
suburbs are much more likely to be attracted than are those in more 
settled areas. Furthermore, the problem of reaching people living in 
the impersonal atmosphere of a large urban center is quite different 
from that of approaching people dwelling in the narrow confines of a 
village or rural town, with its small face-to-face society. 

The communication of the gospel sometimes results in a fierce, 

fanatical reaction, while in other situations, which superficially appear 
quite similar, the opposition is largely of a token nature. When the 

gospel is accepted and a large mass movement results, Christianity 

tends to flourish for a time and then gradually to die back. More 
often than not the critical stage in the life of a church is reached not 

in the early years, but when the so-called "second generation” prob¬ 
lems arise. 

If we are to obtain any satisfactory answers to the evident prob¬ 
lems of communication which have confronted the Christian church 
in the past and which continue to challenge it in the present, we 
must first analyze the nature of religion as it is related to communi¬ 
cation (Chapter 2), and then consider the structures of 
tion (Chapter 3) and of meaning (Chapter 4). Following this 
most profitably deal with the relationship of communication to the 

structure of society (Chapter 5), and the dynamic power of 

nication, especially in terms of the rise and fall of religions 

ments (Chapter 6). We then take up certain psychological aspects 
of communication (Chapter 7) and the ways in which communica- 
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don takes place within the total context of a people’s life (Chapter 
8). We have next introduced a special phase of communication as 
it is specifically related to problems of translation and revision of the 
Scriptures (Chapter 9) before going on to a concluding chapter on 
the theological bases of communication. 
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ion and Communication 


Then the king sent, and all the elders of 

gathered to him. 


Judah and Jerusalem were 
And the king went up to the house of the Lord, 

and with him all the men of Judah and all the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem, and the priests and 
the prophets, all the people, both small and 
great; and he read in their hearing all the words 
of the book of the covenant which had been 
found in the house of the Lord. And the king 
st ood by the pilla r and made a covenant before 
the Lord, to walk after the Lord and to keep 
his commandments and his testimonies and his 


f 


statutes, with all his heart and all his soul, to 
perform the words of this covenant that were 
written in this book; and all the people joined 
in the covenant. 


Kings 23:1-3 


Religion involves an almost incredible variety of activities: bloody 
sacrifices, mumbled curses, painful ordeals, frightening seances, ec¬ 
static tongues, drunken orgies, fantastic visions, and pomp and cere¬ 
mony. How to find in all these activities some unifying principle or 
means of meaningful classification is not easy, 1 especially when the 
motives of many religious activities are so different, or even contra¬ 
dictory. The sorcerer, who seeks to coerce the power of black magic 
in order to kill his rival, and the mystic, who desires only to be 
utterly controlled by his God, seem to live in entirely different 

thought worlds, with nothing to unite them. Nevertheless, despite 
the utterly different outward forms and the diametrically opposed 

motives which prompt religious actions, one basic characteristic runs 
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through all these activities: namely, communication to and from the 
supernatural. In order to understand how closely commnnication is 
linked with religion—how, in fact, it is in large measure the very 
essence of religious practice—religious activities must be investigated 
in a wide range of cultural expression. 

If we arc to study these problems fruitfully, we must, however, 
distinguish three different aspects of religion: (1) the practic e of 

s), (2) the beliefs Jhat prompt religious practices, 
and (3) the results of such practices and beliefs in terms of general 
behavior. In the past the tendency has been to concentrate primarily 
upon the beliefs, on the assumption that these are the truly relevant 
features in religious systems. An analysis of the actual practices of 
religion indicates, however, that perhaps this view is too limited, and 
that we can more adequately view the actual nature of the beliefs, 
once we have carefully studied the accompanying varieties of religious 
practices, in terms of their specific relationship to the sending and 
receiving of “messages” and the re-enactment of such religious com¬ 
munication. 
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The Sending of Messages 

Religion may be said to involve first and foremost the sending of 
messages to the supernatural: but this supernatural may be, and is in 
many instances, a completely nonpersonal power or force. When a 
Trobriand Islander gathers selected herbs, then mutters to them his 
formulas for garden magic before burying them in his newly dug 
garden, he is communicating—but not to a spirit or god. The wo rds 
themselves are believed to h ave power to com pel the non personal 
supe rnat ural powers that control th e growth oFtHe~garden TThe herbs 

in and of themselves. 


are carriers or the message, but it is t 

A w _ cessa ry fnn rfim Cr 

Trobriand Islanders regard magic as an essential element in raising 
a garden) is not a scientist, in our sense of the word, for the results 
he expects from his magic are entirely out of proportion to the effort 
he puts into the process of tapping this supernatural power. More¬ 
over, he is not so foolish as to think that his gardening can be made 
successful by magic alone—he himself must clear the land, dig the 
soil, mix proper types of dirt, and carefully nurture the plants. But 
when all this work is done, there are still factors over which his efforts 
and skills apparently have no control. To ward off disease and blight, 


that 


garden magician (and all 
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j nagic must be used . For the unknown sources of trouble he must use 
the supernatural power. 

The communication of the magician with impersonal supernatural 
forces may not seem like communication in the usual sense, for we 
normally think in terms of one who receives the message and who 
can consciously evaluate it and determine when, how, and if to answer. 
The communication of the magician is more like that of the electrical 
engineer, who may “commnnicate” with a power site some miles 
away and may, by pnshing the right bnttons and manipulating the 
correct dials, operate the machinery in a distant location. The ma¬ 
gician engages in an analogous type of communication, not with a 
spirit which has the capacity to make a decision as to whether to act 
or not, but with blind supernatural forces which must act, provided 
that the magic formulas are performed with absolute correctness 
or that no one else has employed some contrary magic to “jam” or 
overpower the communication. Such competition from other magi¬ 
cians provides the excuse for instances in which magic does not 
work; someone else with a more powerful magic is thought to have 
nullified the effects of the first spell. 

This system of control of the supernatural through magic, of 

whatever form, is essentially amora l, for there is no personal receptor 
of the message to make moral judgments. Hence this power , can be 
used for good or for evil. It all depends on who is “paying the bill.” 

Despite many instances of blending and mixing of types, there 
are only two principal varieties of magic: (i^ imitative and (2) .con¬ 
tagious. When, for example, the sorce 
intended victim and then after ritual 


ke^~an _ef5gy. of his 

flumes the “body,” 
this activity is thought to be effective in communicating a deadly 

force against the victim; for, according to the primitive world view, 
such symbolic actions, even th 


eparated from real events by 


spa ce and time, 

^transmi ssio n _of 
sorcerer can obtain a nail 


■ J* 


even more obvious, for if the 


assaee 


loc k, of hair, a p iece of 
clothing, or some leftover food from the intended victim, these 

ingredients, which have been in contact with the person, are sup¬ 
posed to retain something of their metaphysical link with their former 
owner, even when separated from him in space or time. By 

of these materials, therefore, the magician can work all sorts of 

black (harmful) 


arm 




means 


white (beneficial) magic, for these substances are 
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believed to permit a sure communication of supernatural power. 

In some religious systems the impersonal supernatural power that 
exists in the universe is formally recognized, and in the South Pacific 
it is known primarily as mana. Among other peoples a similar type 
of supernatural power has been varionsly represented, e.g., as wakan 
by the Dakotas, orenda by the Iroquois, and manitou by the Algon- 
quins, but irrespective of name it is essentially this non personal 
force that dwells in all things that is the secret of their power and 
distinction. In some respects this power is thought of in terms not 

too different from the way in which we describe electricity. Thus, 
it is said to flow from one person to another by personal contact; 
it may be stored up in greater qnantities in certain persons of 
distinction and in sacred emblems; and it is essential for the realiza- 
tion of one’s fnllest powers, bnt extremely dangerous if possessed 
to an extent beyond one’s “storage capacity.” Thus a king must and 
can have great qnantities of mana t but the poor commoner dare not 
even touch the king for fear that too much power may surge through 
him and kill him. 

One form of communication may on the surface seem rather re¬ 
moved from the types already described. However, it is nothing other 
than symbolic communication, even though the intention is not to 
communicate a verbal or ritual message, but a body itself. When, for 
example, the Motilones of Colombia place the bones of their dead 
in the fetal position and wrap them np to carry them off to a 
mountain cave, there to leave them, they are in essence communi¬ 
cating this “body-soul” to the next world, where it will be reborn 
from the womb of the cave. Even quite dissimilar practices may 
have the same ultimate goal. For example, the Egyptians, who tried 
to preserve the body intact, did so with the purpose of communicat¬ 
ing it to the next world. Similarly, certain island peoples of the 
South Pacific, who put a body in a canoe and let it float off upon the 
ocean, or those who bum the body in order to transport the essence 
by means of smoke into the “other world,” are all concerned funda¬ 
mentally with “communication” in this somewhat broader sense. 

In the sending of messages in religious activity, even more im¬ 
portant than an impersonal power as the target of the communica¬ 
tion is a personal supernatural being, whether demon, ancestor, 
spirit, or god. Communications to the supernatural are primarily 
prayers. They may be either spontaneous utterances or formalized 
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ritual recitations. Often the names of the supernatural beings must 
be listed, and not infrequently people believe that such spirits give 
heed only when the words are uttered with special intonations or 
under c ertain circumstance s (e.g., after fasting or in a kneeling posi¬ 
tion). Moreover, there is a tendency to regard a prayer with fixed 
form as beiug more powerful than a spontaneous utterance, since 
it must have proved its worth in the crucible of time and therefore 
is more likely to excite God's interest or elicit His favorable response. 

Many people, however, seem to feel that the spirits (even as 
human beings) regard words as cheap, and therefore some effort 
must be made to convince the deity of one’s sincerity, thus insuring 
that he not only understands the message but also recognizes the 
sincere intent of the source. The ancient Aztecs used to draw blood 
from their ears and tongues as gifts to the gods, for blood from 
these two sources was considered as intimately related to the oral- 
aural process of communication. The ancient prophets of Baal cut 

their flesh as a kind of symbolic dying. Most peoples tend to reinforce 

their communications to the supernatural with gifts, even as they 
believe that they can influence earthly rulers more successfully if 

their requests are accompanied by valuable favors. There is also 

a sense in which gifts are considered to communicate power to 

the spirits of the dead, for food placed on graves is often regarded 
as able to keep the dead strong. Accordingly, offerings not only 
inveigle the spirit to help, but provide the spiritual substance which 
makes him strong to assist. Certainly some aspects of the Ashanti 
prayer to the ancestors has this implication: 

Today is Adai; 

Come and receive this and eat: 

Let the tribe prosper, 

Let those of childbearing age bear children; 

May all the people get money; 

Long life to us all; 

Long life to the tribe. 2 

In many religious systems special techniques must be employed 
communicating any “gift” to the supernatural. If, for example, 

one wishes to give an animal, it can be sent to the other world 
only by killing it, for death is the one means of gaining entrance into 
the unknown realm of the supernatural. Similarly, other objects 
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must be ritually slain: jewels must be smashed, pottery must be 
broken, and vestments must be tom. Quite obviously these objects 
are not transported physically into the supernatural realm, but their 
symbolic values, or spiritual substance, can be said to be com¬ 
municated. In the case of the holocaust, the rising smoke serves as 
a medium for carrying this “message” to the spirit world. 3 

Receiving Messages 

The sending of messages to the supernatural without the pos¬ 
sibility of receiving messages in return is, from the point of view of 
religion, quite meaningless. And in receiving as in sending, com¬ 
munication may be with either nonpersonal forces or personal beings. 

Astrology represents one of the oldest sources of presumed com¬ 
munications from the nonpersonal supernatural world. Probably the 
present revival of popular interest in astrology reflects a craving to 
find some meaning and place in the impersonal world. It is not 
dissimilar to the way in which the people of ancient Rome, after 
destroying the gods of heaven, became subject to star-worship cults. 
In Rome the people who had imbibed the idea of the harmony of 
the universe from the Stoics but who refused to follow their stem 
discipline, found spiritual support in repopulating their world with 
supernatural powers, even though they did not give them person¬ 
alities. Apparently modern man feels likewise lost in his cosmos. 
Hence his desire to feel that he really belongs, that he is somehow 
related to all that surrounds him, prompts him to seek word of 
his destiny in the weird variety of double-sounding horoscopes. 

Astrology, however, is only one medium of communication from 
the supernatural. There are many others: casting lots, reading tea 
leaves, manipulating the ouija board, examining the cracks in animal 
shoulder blades roasted over the fire, watching the flight of birds, 
and looking at the entrails of chickens killed with poison. Certain 
elaborate communications from the supernatural are to be found 
in ordeals, where usually there is no thought of the personal inter¬ 
vention of a spirit or god. In these instances the activity itself super- 
naturally indicates who is guilty. In Central Africa the accused may 
be required to drink a cup of poison or to take palm nuts from the 
bottom of a cauldron of boiling oil with bare hands. In some parts 
of North Africa a man may similarly be required to have the red-hot 
blade of a knife laid on his tongue. If the result of such ordeals is 
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death, fear, blistering, or injury, it is believed that the supernatural 
has indicated certain guilt. 

The receiving of messages is not limited to impersonal sources. 
In all religious systems there is belief in the reception of com¬ 
munication from personal beings, including demons, spirits, ances¬ 
tors, or god. One form of receiving involves ecstatic possession, 
when, as in voodoo worship, the celebrant is thought to be “ridden” 
bv his god. Such reception of messages may be accomplished by 
many means, e.g., through mediums, spirit voices, speaking in tongues 
(including interpreting), visions, dreams, magic writing, oracles (as 
at ancient Delphi), and even by the bull-roarer, which is claimed 
by Australian aborigines to be the very voice of the spirits. 

Some mystics believe that supernatural revelation is not merely 
verbal, but that in mystical identification they can receive super¬ 
natural communication through all the senses. In such an ecstatic 
moment the recipient is totally possessed by his deity in timeless 
communion, or, as we may also say, in complete communication by 
means of all the senses. 

A traditionally recognized means of receiving messages is for men 
to speak or write as they are prompted by their gods. In this way 
they have produced a vast amount of literature which purports to 
record not only the very words of the deity, but also the reasons 
and motives for his actions. Such productions must likewise be 
regarded as part of the receiving aspect of religious practice. 
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Re-enactment of Communication 

The sending and receiving of communications are only part of 
the story of religion. A very important element consists in the re¬ 
enactment of earlier communications by means of rites and cere¬ 
monies, which in themselves constitute medi 

of religious concepts to other devotees. 2 n judai 
of the Pasgnver is the re-enactment of a gfeat Sv 

tion, when the angel of the Lord passed over the Children of Israel 
in mercy and initiate 

mnnion^ 
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of a com 


the communication 


sip) the celebration 
ent of commumca- 


jokliverance from oppression. The Corn¬ 
ice in Protestant churches is likewise a commefnoration 


nicative 


when Christ explained symboli 
significance of his coming death. In the( 
Cathplir Church Th e_Mass h as taken on certain additional fea 

for it is no longer merely a commemoration. In the re-enactment 


to 
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Christ is actually slain and the wafer and wine become by “trans¬ 
substantiation” the literal elements of Christ’s body. It is regarded, 
therefore, as a kind of “receiving,” in this instance, of a literal 

substance. It is not dissimilar—in communication terms—to the 
reverse process by which the human sender dispatches a sacrificial 
substance to the supernatural. 

i Of the many elements in such ritual re-cnactments, only a few 
can be touched upon. But we need to distinguish often between 
(1) verbal symbols, with which we are most familiar, and (2) visual 
symbols, which play so predominant a part in many religions. 
Through such symbols life may be symbolized by images of sex 
organs, sheaves of grain, and sprays of flowers, and death may be 
shown by the sacrificial knife, dripping blood, and broken vessels. 
In many re-enactments of communication the spirits are thought 
to participate in the ceremonies. In the Trobriand Islands, for ex¬ 
ample, a special high platform is built for the spirits of the dead to 
sit on, in order that they may take in all the dancing and fun. At 
the end of the ceremonies these ancestral spirits are especially in¬ 
structed to leave, so that their continued presence may not cause 
undue risk to normal tribal life. 

Despite the widespread sexual symbolism in religion and the 
religiously sponsored sex orgies in some primitive tribes, which are in 
substance only re-enaetments of supernatural communication of fer¬ 
tility, sex seems to play an amazingly small part in religion. 4 There 
is no doubt that in some ancient fertility cults contact with the 
temple prostitutes meant a degree of symbolic identification with the 
goddess herself. Nevertheless, despite the attendant powerful drives, 


ication with 


cause it does not see 

the supernatural Sex is undoubtedly an important adjunct to many 
phases of religious expression, but it is usually absorbed into the 
larger framework of life and death, being and nonbeing. The ultimate 
question for man is not the expression of his sex drive, but the 
fulfillment of his desire to be. 


ide a channel of comm 




Some initiation rites are readily classifiable as re-enactments of 
communication. In fact, the initiates are sometimes supposed to die 
and depart for the spirit world during the course of the initiation, 
only to be recalled by the intense religious activity of all those who 
remain. Sometimes the initiate must leam a new language (a kind 
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of ritual language with strange words and often purposely archaized 
forms), receive a new name, and even by symbolically born again. 

For these rites special sacred ground must be prepared, the initiates 
must be separated from their mothers (symbol of their childhood), 
and undergo such operations as circumcision, which may be in¬ 
terpreted in many instances as a ritual or mystical death.* 5 This 
type of initiation means a change in a boy's existential status, for 
he has received a crucial revelation about life and the world. Thus 
he emerges a new person—an adult. At the same time, however, 
there are often in initiation rites factors which are not re-enactments 
of supernatural communication. For example, the initiate may be 
taught the secular legends of his people, tested as to his physical 
prowess, and shown his role in adult social life. These experiences 
have the sanction of the religion; that is to say, conformity is en¬ 
forced by the spirits. However, such behavior is not necessarily re¬ 
ligious, for at this point religion ceases and social instruction begins. 

It must be recognized, of course, that practices predominantly 
associated with some particular type of religious communication need 
not be related in one way only. Ordeals, for example, may be re¬ 
garded as expressing the mind of a god, rather than being merely 

the result of non personal supernatural force. An elaborate ritual may 
be part of prayer, rather than a re-enactment; and a sacrifice may 
actually serve to provide a means of receiving messages from the 
gods through the inspection of the liver, as was the common prac¬ 
tice in ancient Roman times. In the discussion of these matters 
we have tried to point out only some of the principal uses of certain 

practices, without attempting a detailed cross-classification or delinea¬ 
tion. 


As already suggested, communication to and from the supernatural 
may overlap other phases of life, especially in a society in which 
people regard religion as intimately related to all areas of their 
existeuce. Totem ism—by which people assume a common mythologi¬ 
cal ancestor, usually in the form of some plant or animal, and actively 
maintain such a relationship by certain taboos concerning their 
totemic relatives”—is an instance of significant overlapping. The 
religious belief whereby the members of a clan think of themselves 

descended from a crocodile, elephant, or scorpion, has a definite 

religious significance in so far as this belief relates them to their 

ancestors in the other world and in so far as the maintenance of 
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certain taboos reflects their desire to keep on good terms with these 

spirit powers. When, however, this belief in one’s totem is only a 
symbol of one’s clan identity, it is essentially a social factor and 

not a religious one. 
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about/ (l u the s upernat ural entities 
and the hnmari ~participants in the communicative act , (2) the past 

and present relationships between the participants, and (3) the 

means by which communication, of whatever kind, is effected and 

maintained. 8 For primitive peoples these beliefs are generally pre¬ 
served or “symbolized” in myths, which may be based on some 
kernel of truth about natural phenomena (c.g., why lightning strikes 
a particular mountain or the reasons for the phases of the moon), 
may reflect some historical event such as the exploits of legendary 
heroes, or may constitnte merely the “day-dreaming of the race.” 
But these myths are essentially distinct from folk tales, which are 

designed for social amusement, and from legends, which are the 
recital of presumed historical events, however fancifully reconstructed 
in the storyteller’s mind. Myths have a much deeper significance 
than either, for they constitute the social and moral rules sanctioned 
by the activities of the supernatural. 

Myths are qnite different from theology as well, for they present 
truth within a special symbolic form. 7 Even though the concepts 
are communicated by means of words, the fundamental form is more 
that of a picture or a drama than that of a logical exposition. More¬ 
over, the message of myths is intuitively apprehended, while theology 
is capable of intellectual analysis. 

The relationship between par ticipan ts in religious c ommn nicat ion 
is one of complete interdependen ce, similar to what biologists speak 

of as “symbiotic/' The gods live on in power because of the fidelity 

of their worshipers, and the worshipers prosper because they are 
cared for by their supernatural guardians. That is to say, there must 
be constant communication between the participants or, as in any 
kind of interpersonal relations, the co-operation will soon break 
down. In order to use the supernatural powers at his disposal, man 
must keep them informed of his situation, must communicate what¬ 
ever symbolic sustenance tbey require, and must maintain forms 
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of behavior which will please rather than infuriate them. The super¬ 
natural powers, in turn, are required to watch over the social structure 
in order to insure order and to protect their proteges from inimical 
forces or hostile human enej tries. 

It is possible to regard tffe myth olog k&l ant^theologicaljjeliefs that 
underlie religious practice as Being essentially 
ligious communication. An analogy from lam 
somewhat plainer, for language is not grammar kLangua geSfr-what one 
peaks, the vehicle o£ commimicatioiir^^le<^ammaQs a desctipc 
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Similarly, the communication that takes place in religious practices 

ious experience's 


and constitutes so dominant an e 


ne the (belief s- 3 ( or theology) constitute the 


m a sense 

grammar of rcIigion ; »--rrf'*bther words, the rulS 
communicative relationship with the supernatural. Linguists often 
speak of language and meta-language. The first is the instrument 
of communication and the second is the way in which this instru¬ 
ment is described. We could similarly speak of religion and 
meta-religion, in which religion would constitute primarily the 
communicative acts and theology would be the description of the 
ideological bases of such communication. Or, from a different view 
theology may be said to define the presuppositions of religious com- 


igio 


/ 
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municatio n, iu terms of (1) the nature and role of the participants, 
(2) the historical basis of communication, (5) the techniques of 
communication, and (4) the validated content of communication. 

In speaking of belief s 
and ideal beliefs. Just 

and real behavior (i.e., between what people say they would 
should do and what they actually do), so we must cjj 

between what 
believe, as wi 


we mnst, however, distinguish between real 
as anthropologists distinguish between ideal 


or 


koinate 


le sav th 


ieye and what th 


tual 


do 


. en a person says that 

he believes in prayer - (T.e., the possibility of verbal communication 

with the supernatural), he may be expressing merely an “ideal belief. 

He may simply believe that to claim such a belief is expected of 
him in certain socioreligious situations. Whether such a belief is 

ideal or real is to be determined by his behavior. Does he pray or 

not? If a person claims that he believes in God but regulates his 

life entirely without regard for Him, his belief is only an “ideal 
a kind of social 




one 


the thing that is “done/' We must not, 
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however, assume that the differences betweenjeal and ideal beliefs 
reflect gross hypocrisy. Hypocrisy—a conscious duplicity of attitude 
toward real and ideal beliefs—is not the issue at all, for in most 
people the differences between real and ideal beliefs are never 
consciously realized. It is so much more comfortable in most societies 
to hide behind the fa£ade of social acceptance rather than to resolve 
the differences that exist in any and all systems. 

In some religious systems there are numerous grades of belief, 
from the highly animistic to the quite ethereal. Buddhism is just 
such a system. Unfortunately, most discussions of Buddhism treat 
only the upper level of theological formulation, with the implica¬ 
tion that all Buddhists think accordingly. Nothing could be farther 
from the truth, for one can find in Buddhist temples in such places 
as Djakarta and Bangkok some of the most obvious forms of 

enlightened animism and fertility cult practices. 

Roman Catholicism, as it is practiced in many parts of Latin 
America, is likewise a system in which real and ideal beliefs show 
enormous discrepancies. The type of Christo-paganisin which exists 
in many rural villages, with their noisy parades, drunken festivals, 
and dramatic dances, aimed more at exorcizing evil spirits than at 
portraying the passion of Jesus Christ, is a far cry from the formula¬ 
tions of the theologians. 

Protestantism is by no means free from such differences between 

real and ideal beliefs. Despite an official belief in the priesthood of 
the believer, greater and greater concentration of functions is being 
forced upon the professional ministry. Moreover, though the relevance 
of the prophetic word as preached from the Scriptures is said to be 
central to the life of the church, less and less preaching is Biblically 
based, while ritualistic practices, which merely create a mood, rather 
than words, which convey a message 

Protestant services. 
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The Influence of the Social Context upon Communication with 

Supernatural Beings 

The ways in which people regulate their social intercourse in¬ 
evitably influence their manner of communication with the super¬ 
natural. For one thing, societies almost always emphasize the use 

of intermediaries. Africans are accustomed to explain the relationship 

in this way: “If you want a favor from a chief, you don’t go to him 
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personally with the request; you start by asking someone near to him 
to speak on youi behalf.” This means that you tend to call on the 
lower deities, or the ancestors, who have already gone on to the next 
world. Hence, the saints become “natural” emissaries for the living, 
for not only their attested worthiness but their present position as 
well make them especially useful as mediators of communication. 

When there is a breakdown in communication—in other words, 
when prayers are not answered—the reasons for the failure are usually 
given in terms of human analogies. Someone failed to pass on the 
message, either from hostility or lack of interest; in such a case the 
intermediary must be placated or propitiated. If, on the other hand, 
a saint continues to fail, then he may even be whipped in public, 
as in some rural communities in Ecuador. More sophisticated per¬ 
sons do not take out their spite on the visible representatives of 

the system, whether images or priests, but look within for some 
personal human failure or finally feel resentful against God for having 
“let them down.” 

Since interpersonal relations in society are normally based on the 
formula, so neatly summarized in Latin, do ut des, “I give so you will 
give,” it is not strange that people generally adopt the same bargain¬ 
ing attitude toward God. Even the ancient Greek term euchomai , 

usually translated “to pray,” actually means also “to brag.” In the 
first part of the Iliad, Homer describes the old priest Chryses praying 
to Apollo. First he brags to his god about all he has done—the 
altars he has built, the temples he has restored, and the sacrifices 
he has made. Whereupon, on the basis of Chryses’ having done so 
much, Apollo is obligated to respond to his prayer. It is at this point 

that this kind of pagan prayer and Christian prayer part company. 
The non-Christian expects his deity to respond because of the 
worthiness of the worshiper. For the Christian prayers are answered 
only on the basis of God’s grace to the believer, for man has no 
righteousness except that which God gives to him through Jesus 

Christ. 

Just as in human society the communicative system may get 
pletely out of hand when the total structure of the society is upset by 
revolution or war, so in religious communication there may be dire 
upheavals which so shift the balance of power that the very focus of 
religion changes. In West Africa there is now an alarming increase 
in witchcraft; in other words, in communication to non personal 
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supernatural powers for socially harmful purposes. This has hap¬ 
pened in large measure because the old gods and the restraining 
powers are considered as dead, disposed of by colonial educational 
systems, the work of missionaries, and the breakup of the social 
structure as the people have left rural communities for life in the 
sprawling urban areas. The gods, however, used to keep the witches 
uuder control, but now, with the controls thought to be very much 
weakened or powerless, people can practice their nefarious business 
with less danger of supernatural punishment. Moreover, possible 
victims are more terrified by the possibility of witchcraft, for they 
have no longer the secure confidence of beneficent gods who cau help 
them. Religious communication is thus shifting in considerable 
measure from sending to a personal being to sending to a nonpersonal 
force, from prayer to magic. 

An analogous chauge is takiug place in American Christianity. 
Whereas iu the past prayer was regarded as a means of influencing 
the Almighty to act, many now think of prayer as a meaus of “taking 
hold” of a supernatural force, of getting themselves in tune with the 

force vitale, the “life force” of the universe, and of conditioning 

themselves to receive vaguely defined supernatural influences. Rather 
than addressing a message to a personal God, they are “tuning 
in” ou a non personal power and even thinking that they can use 
this power to effect almost automatic and mechanical results at some 
distance from themselves. 


Communication in Christianity 

The theological implication s of all that has been discussed here 

arerreated primarily in the last chapter. At this point it is essential 
to mention briefly certain aspects of religious communication as they 
are related to Christianity. Otherwise our discussion would seem 
purely theoretical and merely a comparison of all religions, without 
proper regard for the distinctiveness of communication in the 

Christian faith. 

Uniquely in Christianity, God does not merely communicate 
concepts about Himself (as in Islam). He communicates Himself, 
in the person of His Son, in whom the Word becomes flesh. In our 

faith it is God who takes the initiative in communication, and 
through the Incarnation, both by word and by life, communicates to 
men. Man in turn communicates with God, pre-eminently through 
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prayer, but in the relation of a son to a father, who reserves the right 
to decide what is good for His children. We may even say that in the 
Inc arnation God “encoded” His infinite qualities in the limitations 
of human language and human form, and showed us what He is like 
by His acts within history. If we were to understand this communi¬ 
cation it had to be adjusted to our finite forms of thought and rein¬ 
terpreted on the basis of our human patterns of behavior. 

In prayer we “encode” messages to the Infinite, but “wc do not 
know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for 
us with sighs too deep for words” (Romans 8:26). That is to say, 
our prayers encoded within the limitations of our own speech are 
“decoded” by God in terms of His infinite wisdom, and answered, 
not on the basis of our limited knowledge or unintentionally selfish 
motives, but in accordance with His divine grace and continual 

merev. 
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Yehavioral Consequences of Religion 

system inevitably impinges upon general behavior, 

for the communicative relationships between human beings and the 
supernatural, and the contents of these communications (especially 
those from the supernatural), are predicated upon certain types of 

behavior on the part of the human participants. What is of special 
concern to us, in terms of communication, is that so much of the 

behavior stipulated or . require 
natur e. That is to say, the very practices themselves serve to com¬ 
municate still other messages, and hence they become highly impor¬ 
tant in any analysis of communication. 

If, however, we are to understand the significance of this symbolic 
value of religious practices we must analyze behavior in terms of 
those features which define its character and in large measure deter¬ 
mine its course. From our point of view, in the study of the relation 
of religion to behavior, we must consider behavior from three perspec¬ 
tives^^ the extent of its symbolic significance, ( 2I t he 

whictT itcanies cultural approval or disapproval, and (3) the degree 
to which it has religious import. 

In speaking of the symbolic 


Any relig 


reueio 
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manner in 


or nonsymbolic significance of any 
action, we can most conveniently speak of three levels, which, how- 

actually represent three points on a scale from the least symbolic 
to the most symbolic type of actions. At the one extreme we en- 


ever 



Message and Mission 


24 


counter those kinds of behavior which within a particular society 
seem to have the most immediate and direct kind of purpose. For 
exam 


ea 
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me an 


animal may be in response to a ne ed to protect oneself froinjdanger. 


largely non symbolic, thus representing one extreme of the scale. 

At the other extreme of the symbolic scale there are other actions 
which have practically no immediate or direct significance. In fact, 
their entire meaning (or purpose) is to point to something else 
quite distinct from themselves, and it is from this non immediate 
event that the action in question obtains all its real importance. 
When a Mayan Indian in Mexico sends a black rooster off into the 
jungle to carry away some polluting sin so that the people of a house¬ 
hold may be cured of a critical ailment, there is relatively little imme¬ 
diate or direct significance to be found in the actual process of 
chasing off the poor chicken. The purpose is primarily not to get rid 
of the fowl, bnt to be rid of the sin, and hence of the sickness. Send¬ 
ing the rooster off into the woods is a kind of “snbstitute” action 
for driving away the offending misdeed. Similarly, when a sorcerer 
undertakes to destroy a man by burning some of his clothing over a 
smoldering fire, while he blows the smoke in the direction of the 
man’s house and mutters powerful curses, his purpose is to kill, but 
his action is a substitute one, and to this extent it is primarily a 
symbolic one. 

Between these two extremes of behavior, in which on the one 

hand the significance of an action is both immediate and direct, and 
on the other is quite indirect and nonimmediate, there is another 
type of action which partakes of both of these characteristics, for one 
and the same event may have both a nonsymbolic and a symbolic 
significance. To eat in order to satisfy immediate hunger may be 
essentially nonsymbolic, but the eating may at the same time follow 
certain dietary laws, such as those of the ancient Pharisees. In such 
a situation the eating also becomes highly symbolic, for it indicates 
that the person involved is a pious member of a certain religious 
group and in this manner identifies himself as a “child of God.” 
Similarly, to kill an animal in self-defense may be quite nonsymbolic, 
but if the hunter is at the same time intent upon slaying the beast 
in order to harm the totemic animal of an enemy or to devour the 
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“spiritual’' substance of the animal’s courage, and thus become like 
the animal, the action is no longer a consequence of mere immediate 

involvement, but becomes symbolic. 

An examination of various types of behavior soon indicates that 

there is 


robably no c omp le tely unm ixed ki nd of action^ E verything. 

uTTuraTconmfioning. In' 


that we do tends 
other words, we learn from our parents and contemporaries how to 

carry out these actions and in so far as we conform to the norm of 
the group our own actions symbolize our participation in the group. 
Nevertheless, despite the fact that all actions arc to this extent 
“mixed,” there are certainly very significant differences of degree, and 
for convenience we are listing these as (1 ) a ctions which have an 
essentially immediate and direct significance, with the least possible 
symbolic value, (2) actions which have both immediate and direct 
as well as nonimmediate and indirect meaning, and (3) actious 
which have essentially nonimmediate and indirect significance. 

In order to understand more clearly this distinction between levels 
of symbolization, it may be useful to compare the corresponding 
degrees of symbolization in objects, for they reflect the same basic 


carry 


scale. In the first place, in our society a enmh. a pitc hfork, and a pi p e 


wrench m ay be said to have practically no functional significance 
other than for the immediate and direct purposes for which they are 
used. On the other hand, a wheel may have not only an immediate 

use, but it may stand for “progress” and a hoe is not jonly a garden 

tool but a symbol of the 




orer, the man 

with the hoe.” An auto license with an especially low number gen¬ 
erally serves not only the immediate purpose of permitting the owner 
to use the car (a value which this license shares with all other licenses), 
but it also usually symbolizes something about the prestige status of 
the owner. A number of objects have a dual set of values, e.g., bal¬ 
ances with use in weighing and their meaning of justice; the/h amm ey* 

_1 _1_1 _ I _ 1 1 i 1 1 . 4 \ T 

ommuni sm; and 

the dove, both as a bird and as a symbol of peace in certain contexts 
and of the Holy Spirit in others. 

Some objects, however, have no such dual values, but are re¬ 
stricted almost exclusively to a symbolic usage. One of these is the 

er an instrument of actual execution, as it was in I 

me a symb 


not oniv as tools 
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of a saint is supposed to have no meaning in and of itself, but only 
in so far as it represents something else, namely, the personage for 
which it acts as a symbol. 

It must be recognized that as in the case of actions, th ere is no type 
of object which cannot be given symbol ic significance and ther e are 

few objects which h ave not been chose n at one time or anot her by 

ue. For us an arrow has primarily 

a sporting function, but it has no such symbolic value as it had 

among the Plains Indians of the United States, for whom it served 

as a symbol for declaring war. Similarly, a praying mantis is just a 
useful bug to have in our gardens, but for some of the tribes of 
South Africa the praying mantis is the symbolic representation of 

deity. 

In analyzing different types of human behavior one must reckon 
not only with the scale of symbolic value, but with the distinctions 
between approved and disapproved behavior and between religious 
and nonreligious ac tivity. One would think that such classifications 
would be entirely parallel, foj^we tend to assume a close relation 
between morality and religion, but this is not always the case. In 
fact, more often than not these two factors are not parallel and for 
society '‘here lies the mb.” All societies of course recognize certain 
types of behavior as being approved or disapproved, but the lines 
which are drawn between marriage and adultery, incest and fornica¬ 
tion, murder and killing in war, love and hate, truth and dishonesty, 
and respect and dishonor are never quite the same in any two socio¬ 
religious systems. ^11 men recognize good a nd bad , but they define 

these ter ms qu ite differen tly in different pa rts _ pf th e world. The 

m in some instances can be helpfully analyzed by determining 
for whom something is good or bad. Black magic, for example, is 
obviously good for the man who is paying for it to be done, but bad 
for the man against whom it is directed. Similarly, what is good for 
the master is usually not approved for the slaves, and what in some 
societies the king must do, e.g., marry his sister as in ancient Egypt, 
is prohibited for the commoner. Moreover, the gods may be guilty, 
and with apparent impunity, of all sorts of atrocious sins, as in the 
myths of ancient Greece or India, while the people believed they 
would be stricken down by the very same gods if t hey w ere caught 
imitating them. 

It is significant that in the case of primanl 


so 
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non symbolic qehavior, 
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approval and disapproval (or judgments as to what is good or bad) 

to parallel quite closely the distinction between benefit anc 
harm which may be done to others. On this level stealing, killing 

maiming 

relatively valid standard of equity—an eye for an eye and a tooth foil 
a tooth. However, as one moves up the scale of symbolic action, the 
violation of equity becomes more acute, for, even as Jesus found, the 
Pharisees preferred their symbolic keeping of the Sabbath rather 

than to allow a desperately needy man to be healed. Similarly, what 
men would never approve of on a nonsymbolic level, e.g., tortures and 

murders, they not only defend but glory in, once they can justify such 

actious nnj jie basis of a ‘^hi gh er 

eTeni 


seem 


protecting, nourishing, and helping are judged from 


system of approval or disapproval. 


es’e very crimes in the Crusades 
a nd t he Tnquisition (not to mention such minor uprisings as the 

Luthera ns against the Anabaptists). 

The distinction between religious and non religious activity also 

intersects the symbolic scale of behavior. In this instance, however, 
as one ascends the scale, the behavior becomes increasingly more 
symbolic, for it is the religious significance of an act which imparts 
a distinctive symbolic meaning to it. However, symbolic meaning is 
not equivalent to religious significance, for some symbolic meaning 
has nothing to do with religion. In Communism, for example, the 
ultimate symbol is the State, not God, and though the emotional 
attachment to such ultimate symbols may be in many instances 

parallel, this does not make them both religion, unless as with some 
writers we define religion in terms of the ultimate, rather than the 
supernatural. In such a case we could then equate such attitudes and 
responses. Nevertheless, there are still other symbolisms which may 
be distinctly not religious, e.g., the symbols of art, music, and dance. 

In any comparison of religious and symbolic systems it is essential 
to recognize that what is religious in one society may be quite non- 
religious in another. Among the Kaka of the Cameroun incest, stingi¬ 
ness, and theft are definitely religious concerns, for there are super¬ 
natural sauctions against them. That is to say, the spirits will punish 
violation of such “laws.” On the other hand, the sweetheart relation¬ 
ship which Kaka men may have with a married woman (which would 
be classed as adultery by us 

code) is for the Kakas primarily a matter of ownership rights and the 
results of being eaught are handled only in terms of monetary com- 


and hence contrary to the religious 
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pensation.® In other words in the Kaka system this kind of moral 
offense is a matter of civil, rather than criminal action. 


Tensions on the Scale of Symbolic Behavior 

Given a scale of symbolic behavior in which the religious aspects 
tend to increase as symbolic content increases and the moral values 
(in terms of basic equity) tend at the same time to diminish, it is 
little wonder that there are serious and important tensions which con¬ 
stantly beset any society, especially in times of rapid social or ideologi¬ 
cal change. 

In the first place, there is the tension induced by the tendency for 
the religious interpretation of life to absorb everythiug into it, for as 
religious communication continues in any society, more and more 
objects and events are incorporated into the religious matrix and 
given corresponding symbolic values. All of this i 
able, for man is constantly tryin g to assign mea ning _t 
At the same time men find religion to be a convenient blind for their 
evil, for it is even easier to hide enormous errors behind some mys¬ 
terious “unknown” or “ultimate” than it is to do so even under the 
cloak of tribal or national expediency. The result is to heighten the 
divorce between morality and religion, between right conduct and 
ritual practice, and between personal accountability and institutio nal 
immunity. 

At the same time if people are to feel any security in their religious 
symbolism, they almost always feel that they must extend it to include 
every phase of life. This has often happened, as with the Pharisees of 
New Testament times, the Roman Catholic Church in the Middle 
Ages, and the Todas of Sonth India, who made a religion of their 
dairying. However, the result of this tendency is for people t o lose 
touch w ith reality on the one h and and J:o constru£i_a_faise_km 3 ^of 

ri^al forms (ov£? 


ite understand- 
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/ a result of these develop- 
any place to religion. Secu¬ 
larization becomes the keynote of the period and men are relieved to 
escape from the suffocating effects of their intellectual enslavement 
to religion. A renaissance of learning and cultural vitality often 
ensues, but this may level off or degenerate into anarchy, for without 
religion life loses its higher meaning. Usnally, the secular powers 
simply shift the emphasis from the supernatural to the super-state, 
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whether symbolized by the person of the ruler or in the superiority 
of the culture. 

It is tragic to think that man has never realized by experience that 
the only satisfactory answer to this continual tension between religion 
and materialism is to be found in Jesus' declaration that all the Law 
and Prophets hang on two simple principles: “You shall love the Lord 
your God with all yonr heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind.” And “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Mat¬ 
thew 22:37, 39) ■ This type °f love, as th e basis of action, is the only 
effective guarantee against totalitarian or anarchic religiosity 
materialism. 


The second tension is the conflict between the standards of morality 
(or immorality as they often prove to be) in the upper levels of 
symbolism and those on the lower levels. Sabbath observance has a 
valid symbolic significance in the ritual remembrance of God's resting 
on the seventh day and hence people's identification with God and 
His work. However, when the ritual “rightness” of such a symbolic 
event is placed in conflict with moral justice, as demonstrated by the 
protests against Jesus' healing on the Sabbath, it is obvious that 
people think man was made for the Sabbath, rather than the 
Sabbath for man. What is even worse is the-insisience of some that 
those who have no belief in such 


Sabbath ob servance jnust neverthe- 
asis that such ritual observance is 


less conform outwardly, 
morally right, in and nf_ 

It is quite easy to see how the presumed transcendent morality of 
religious symbolism would seem to be very snperior to the lowly 
concepts of equity on a non symbolic level of day-to-day behavior of 
people. However, when it is believed that the gods can kill and 
commit adultery while men cannot, as in ancient Greece, and when 
the priests as representatives of the deity may deceive in order to 
gain a supposedly “higher end,” while such a right is denied the 
laity, one can expect nothing other than violent conflict and the 
final triumph of the market-place justice of the crowd, rather than 

the Olympian unrighteousness of the deity. 

On the other hand 


no law of the market place can carry the 
moral sanctions it needs to implant itself in the conscience of men 

and women unless it is exalted above the level of the common majority 

of mob rule. It must acquire the value of ultimacy to be universal, 

and unless it is universal it is not fully just. All this means that in the 
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realm of the moral, the good vs. the bad, there is a constant struggle 
along the scale of symbolic behavior. 

The third tension is one which is inherent within the behavioral 
scale itself, namely, the tendency for substitute symbols to acquire 
non substitute characteristics and conversely for snbstitnte symbols to 
be denounced as empty forms. 

The Christian rite of Communion as presented in the Bible is 

essentially a substitute symbol, for it is no end in itself. In fact, it has 
meaning only in terms of the event which it re-enacts. However, 
the Mass of the Roman Catholic Church is not a purely substitute 
symbol, for Christ is repeatedly slain and the elements are no mere 
symbolic substitutions but by tra ns substantiation they are believed 
to become the actnal substance of the body of Christ. Images like¬ 
wise often lose their strictly substitutional character and acquire defi¬ 
nite and personal powers, for one image of the Virgin may be good 
for those having malaria and another for women in pregnancy. One 
image manufacturer in Sucre, Bolivia, became so alarmed at the 
extent to which purchasers insisted that his images were truly 
dioses f "gods,” that he stamped a sign on each one of them. No es 
un dios, es unicamente una representation de un dios, "This is not a 
god, it is only the representation of a god.” As a result, he failed to 
sell a single image in the next few months. When at last he deter¬ 
mined to destroy all his images and go out of business, he found that 
some of his employees were aghast that no living blood was found 
in the very images they themselves had made. In some areas of West 
Africa it has been the practice to thrust a knife through the cheeks 
and tongue of criminals being led off to execution, becanse it was 
feared that at their end some men might utter some horrible curse 
against the king or the chief. The people were afraid that snch words 
would not be a mere substitute symbol (mere threats instead of real 
action), but would eonstitnte an event with power in and of itself 
to produce vengeance. 

*- One evidence of this tendency for people to think that substitute 
behavior possesses real, effective power is the inordinate demand of 
people for the_"easy way ou t.” It is so much more convenient to recite 
the doctrines correctly in church than to follow them faithfully in 
life, and much less troublesome to offer the correct sacrifices than to 
do the right thing. Obtaining an indulgence is usually easier than 
paying penance, and penance is generally a far lighter sentence than 
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making retribution for one’s sins. Such addiction to higher and higher 
levels of symbolic behavior, while avoiding the moral responsibilities 

of day-to-day social action, means that sS often ritual is substituted 
for righteousness and ceremonies for service. Against such perversion 
of the truth the Prophet Isaiah declares: “Give ear unto the law of 
our God. ... To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices 
unto me? saith the Lord. 1 am full of the burnt offerings of rams, and 
the fat of fed beasts. . . . Bring no more vain oblations; iucense is 

an abomination unto me; . . . your new moons and appointed feasts 
my soul hateth . . . your hands are full of blood. Wash you, make 
you clean; put away the evil of your doings from hefore miue eyes; 
cease to do evil; learn to do well; seek judgment, relieve the op¬ 
pressed, judge the fatherless, plead for the widow” (Isaiah 1:10-17, 

A.V.)y"- 

In (opposition 3o this tendency for self-deception under the cloak of 

religious respectability many great religious teachers and prophets 
have protested. Buddha denounced the enslaving ritualism and de¬ 
basing idolatry of Hinduism and called men to recognize their need 
of enlightenment and control over their evil desires. But Buddhism 
was soon caught up in its own elaborated ritualism and increasing 
idolatry. The prophets of the Old Testament inveighed against the 
corrupting ritual of legalism, and Jesus preached a kind of radical 
obedience to the will of God which swept away the ritualistic and 
legalistic conception of man’s relationship to God. He insisted not 
on external behavior but on inner motive, and in so far as the Old 
Testament consisted of pnrely ceremonial and ritual ordinances, he 
abrogated them by his own violation of all kinds of mere ritual prac¬ 
tice: eating without ceremonial washing, associating with publicans 
and sinners (those who were excommunicated from the religious 
community of Israel), violating the Sabbath, touching lepers, and 
conversing with a woman, which no rabbi was suppose to do. Though 
he repudiated the false claims of a perverted ceremonial structure, he 
did not, either in word or deed, violate any of the moral laws of the 
Old Testament revelation. Nor did he in any way suggest that sym-J 
bolic behavior is wrong, for he himself instituted the symbolic mea| 
of the new covenant. Nevertheless, he insisted that this rite 
commemorative event, not a magic medium for imparting mysterioi 

power. It was to be a symbolic reminder of his death until he shoul 
come. 
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In view, therefore, of the importance of behavior as an element of 
communication, in so far as it is symbolic, and the centrality of com¬ 
munication to any expression of religion, it is necessary to look further 
into the nature of communication by examining its essential struc¬ 
ture, for only in this way can we understand the vital role of com¬ 
munication in the propagation of the Christian faith. 
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CHAPTER 3 


Then Eliakim the son of Hilkiah, and 

Shebna , and Joah, said to the Rabshakeh, 

“Pray, speak to your servants in the Aramaic 
language, for we understand it; do not speak 
to us in the language of Judah within the 
hearing of the people who are on the wall.” But 
the Rabshakeh said to them, “Has my master 
sent me to speak these words to your master 
and to you, and not to the men sitting on the 
wall, who are doomed with you . . . ?” Then 
the Rabshakeh stood and called out in a loud 
voice in the language of Judah: “Hear the 
word of the great king, the king of Assyria! 
. . . ‘Do not let Hezekiah make you to rely 
on the Lord. . . . Make your peace with me 
and come out to me. . . / ” But the people 
were silent and answered him not a word. 

—2 Kings 18:26-278, 28, 30a, 31b, 36a 


In order to understand the structure of communication we must 

study it in terms of certain models, which will help us determine how 

this complex process actually operates. Fundamentally, however, 
communication is simple, for it involves only three essential factors: 

iil the source, | 

municated), and 

essential features oFcommunicati 


the message (the actual form of what is com- 
the receptor. 1 In fact, we may diagram the 


M—► R 


All three of these componen 
sage unless there is some source of communication, and there is no 
communication unless someone receives the message. 


KtlTfor there can be no mes* 
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In some circumstances people tend to overlook the importance of 
the receptor, for they assume that in communication the only impor¬ 
tant elements are the source and the message. As we shall see later, 
however, the way in which the receptor “decodes” the message has 
as much effect npon its meaning as the way in which the source 
“encodes” it. The Sunday School teacher may think that she is com¬ 
municating something about Pontius Pilate; but if her students think 
that she is talking abont “Pontius the Pilot,” the actnal content of the 
communication will bear only a slim resemblance to what was in¬ 
tended. Recently a small child completely misnnderstood the behavior 
of the high priest who “rent” his clothing at the trial of Jesus. “Why 
did he have to rent his clothing?” the teacher was asked. “Was he so 
poor, or was it a masquerade party?” 

It is, of course, easy enough to dismiss such errors in understanding 
as due to immaturity of language experience, but what about such 
words as sanctification, justification , election, and predestination? 
Certainly that part of the Biblical content which gets through to the 
average congregation is more often than not a pitiful caricature of 
the original message. 

Nevertheless, if we are to apprehend the real significance of com¬ 
munication we must not only deal realistically with these three essen¬ 
tial factors—the source, the message, and the receptor—we must also 
presuppose two conditions: (1) that the source has an intent (i.e., 
that he is not merely babbling, or that, if he is, he is honest enough 
to indicate this fact), and (2) that there is a response from the 
receptor, though of course this response may be either practical or 
ideational, or both. 

There are scores of means by which we communicate, and after 
language gestures are perhaps the most frequently employed. More¬ 
over, gestnres are in many respects just as different and subtle as words. 
In the northern Congo I had the experience of trying to work with 
an informant in the Ngbaka language. In order to obtain the names 
of various objects close at hand, I did what any American would do— 
I pointed with my index finger. Before long, however, I was told that 
this was a vulgar gesture, and that if I were to be considered polite 
and cultured among the Ngbaka, I would have to point with my 
lower lip—and I did. 

Music is a kind of language with remarkable means of communi¬ 
cating its distinctive messages. Though the component parts of 
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music cannot be equated with the words and syntax of language, 
nevertheless, music is a kind of code, and each type of mnsic has its 

own 

India, which generally retains 
composition, employs not only the equivalent of 
scale, but 12 semitones, 22 microtones, and some 600 “mode-scales,” 
presumably able to interpret all the varying moods and feelings of 
mankind. Actually, of course, we take music so much for granted 
that we scarcely realize that it is communicating to us, unless we hear 
it employed in circumstances in which it does not seem to fit, as when 
rock-and-roll pours out of a church basement and a jazz band takes a 

fling with “Nearer, My God, to Thee.” 

Dance forms may also communicate. Compare the erotic dances 
of the Shilluks in the Sudan, the totcmic dramatic performances of 
the Australian aborigines, the dignified religious processionals of the 
Zunis, and the snake dances of the Hopis, as they pray for rain. 

Despite the fascinating elements in these nonlinguistic forms of 

communication, the discussion in this volume is limited primarily to 

verbal communication, since words are far more complex in structure 
and much more significant for the functioning of any society than are 

other means of communication. 
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elements and manner of encoding. For example, the music of 

haunting “droue note” throughout 

our own standard 
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Communication within a Setting 

th ^ settingyof a particular time 
as such it is essentially part of a larger framework. In 
fact, people can only communicate among themselves because they 
share a common culture. In this use of “culture” we do not mean, of 


ommunicatioft occurs always in 


and 


course, elegant manners, the fine arts, or good literature, but rather 

the whole behavior patterns of a particular people. Clyde Kluckhohn 
describes culture in this anthropological sense as “those selective 
ways of feeling, thinking, and reacting that distinguish one group 
from another—ways that are socially transmitted and learned (with, 
of course, some changes through time) by each new generation. 
Robert Redfield amplifies this description of culture by defining cer¬ 
tain other featnres, such as ethos, national character, and world view, 
all of which constitute an integral part of the total cultural outlook 
of a people. He says, “The culture of a people is then its total equip¬ 
ment of ideas and institutions and conventionalized activities. The 
ethos of a people is its organized conceptions of the Ought. The 
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national character of a people, or its personality type, is the kind of 
human being which, generally speaking, occurs in that society. The 
world view’ of a people ... is the way people characteristically 
look outward upon the universe. 

All these elements in the culture of a people are intimately related 
to the problems of communication. In order to describe this type of 
relationship we can diagram certain of the essential features as 
follows: 


”3 


By means of the triangle we are trying to say that communication 

takes place within the total cultural context. 

A closer look at what actually happens in communication soon 
reveals the fact that the message (as symbolized by M) reflects in 
innumerable ways the structure of the culture of which it is a part. 
In Hebrew, for example, the root qds , which usually means “holy," 
“sanctify," “consecrate,” and “hallow,” also means in some contexts 
“sodomite” and “prostitute,” especially when referring to the temple 
prostitutes of fertility cults. Such a range of meanings is unthinkable 
in a word reflecting our own culture, but it is entirely feasible for the 
ancient Semitic world, in which persons who were consecrated wholly 
to the worship of the deities of fertility served primarily as temple 
prostitutes. Similarly, the Hebrew root kbd, with its meanings of 

“heavy,” “much,” “many,” “slow,” “difficult,” “burdensome,” “griev¬ 
ous,” "wealth,” “riches,” “glory,” “prestige,” and "honor” may seem 

utterly irrational to us, but in the nomadic culture in which this series 
of meanings developed such a range of significance was entirely 
logical. Something which was heavy proved difficult and grievous 
enough if it was worthless but nevertheless had to be transported. 
On the other hand, wealth, which would likewise be heavy, and even 
burdensome, was a source of distinction, with accompanying glory, 
prestige, and honor. 

Some meanings of words reflect not the cultural behavior of people 
but the circumstances in which they live. In Genesis the Hebrew text 
says literally that God walked in the garden of Eden in “the wind of 
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the day 

ning,” for in many parts of Asia Minor when the sun goes down the 
evening breezes begin to blow. It is therefore quite natural for people 

to designate the evening as “the wind of the day.” 

In order to symbolize this relationship between the total cultural 
framework and the linguistic form of the message, which reflects this 
culture, we must modify our diagram as follows: 
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phrase which is normally translated in English as 


eve- 


Even this representation of relationships is, however, inadequate, for 
in a very real sense both the source and the receptor are integral parts 
of this same cultural complex. It is quite understandable, therefore, 
that since the Jewish people always spoke of a large body of water as 
a "sea” (Hebrew yam, corresponding with Greek thalassa ), whether 
it was salty or not, the Gospel of Matthew, which was written by a 
person of distinctly Jewish orientation and directed to a people of 
Jewish backgrounds, should use the phrase “sea of Galilee.” On the 
other hand, Luke, who was of Greek background and who was writ¬ 
ing his two-volume work on Christianity (the Gospel and Acts) for 
the Greco-Roman world, would most understandably use “lake of 

Galilee” (Greek limne). Communication, in this sense, depends not 

merely upon the message as a part of the culture, but also upon the 

backgrounds of the participants in the culture. 

A more complicated problem is to be found in the phrases "kingdom 
of heaven” and “kingdom of God.” Some persons have contended 
that these two expressions really refer to different events, namely, the 
millennial kingdom and the eternal rule of God. Those who object 
to this type of exegesis point out that these two phrases are used in 
completely parallel passages. However, the solution to the problem 
involves considerably more than a mere comparison of similar pas¬ 
sages. To comprehend what lies behind the fact that Matthew, as 
judged by Westcott and Hort Greek text, uses both "kingdom of 
heaven” (33 times) and "kingdom of God” (4 times) and Luke 
uses only "kingdom of God” a total of 32 times, we must recognize 
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the significance of the backgrounds of the participants in the commu¬ 
nication. 

In the first place, there is no dispute as to the Jewish background 
of the Gospel of Matthew, either in terms of the writer or of the 
prospective andience. The treatment of prophecy, constant reference 
to the Old Testament, and the emphasis npon Messiahship and 
kingship all point to its Jewish orientation. We also know that some¬ 
time prior to the time of Jesus the Hebrew word usually transliter¬ 
ated in technical writings as Yahweh (but transliterated traditionally 
as Jehovah, becanse of the Masoretie pointings which used the 
vowels of Adonai, “Lord”) had become taboo. It was no longer 
uttered by the people, and according to tradition was spoken only 
once a year by the high priest when he went into the Holy of Holies 
to make atonement for the people. This reluctance to nse this “per¬ 
sonal name” of God had evidently been extended in some measnre to 
Elohim and apparently to the Greek equivalent, Theos. As a result, 
certain linguistic substitutes were used, namely, “the Almighty,” “the 
Presence,” “the power on high,” “the Holy One,” “the Highest,” 
and “Heaven.” It is not strange, therefore, that the Gospel of Mat¬ 
thew, which was directed to the Jewish constituency, should use a 
substitute type of phrase, and it is equally understandable that Luke, 
who was intent npon explaining the true character of Christianity to 
people of Greco-Roman backgrouuds, should use the phrase “kingdom 
of God” if he were to be understood. 4 

If we are to reflect adequately the various significant relationships 

between the cultural context and the communication event, we must 
then modify our diagram once more, and place each of the three 
communication elements within small triangles, for they are all inte¬ 
gral elements of the total cultural framework: 


A-A*A 


When we have finally described the commnnication in terms of 

and the 
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those s o. invnlyf H we have actually completed the 
iexegesis of a message That is to say, the £xegetical. analysis of any 
message consists in reconstructing, in so far as possible, all the sig¬ 
nificance of the ^c ommunicative e venOwithin the totality of the 
c ultural framewo rk. But as far as the communication of the gospel is 
concerned, this same message must not only be interpreted, but also 
communicated to those who speak quite a different language and who 
live within a very different cultural setting. This second stage, which 
involves a two-language model of communication, is generally called 
exposition. 
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A Two-LanguageModel of Communication 

If the message as communicated in the Biblical languages and con¬ 
texts is to be communicated, it will inevitably involve certain formal 
adjustments to allow for differences in language and culture. Some of 
the differences we can diagram by a two-language model of commu¬ 
nication: 


M 


0-EHZ] 


By contrasting the squares with the triangles, we are attempting to 
symbolize some of the basic differences, and by placing these figures 
on two levels we are trying to show their temporal sequence. In order, 
however, to apprehend fully some of the differences which must be 
introduced into the form of the message in order that the meaning 
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of the communication may be functionally similar, we need to study 
the formal differences in detail. 

One of the most obvious contrasts in any communication involving 
two languages is that the form of B is not the form of This 
difference applies to all_levels: word s., grammar, style, and symbolic 
content. 

It is quite proper to say in Hebrew, “he is a son of fifty years,” but 
in English this idiom has to be rendered as “he is fifty years old.” 
Similarly, in Hebrew, as well as in the Greek of one New Testament 
passage, the “kidneys” (translated 14 times into the King James text 
as reins) are spoken of as a center of certain emotional states (cf. 
Psalm 26:2, Proverbs 23:16, also Revelation 2:23), but in English 
we use either reins, which people do not know and therefore do not 
understand, or employ some substitute, such as “heart.” In Mark 6:34 
Jesus is spoken of as literally “intestining” on the multitudes, for 
that is the literal meaning of splanchnizomai, derived from splanch- 
non, “intestines.” For us the equivalent expression is, “he had tender 
compassion.” We can use a phrase such as “bowels of mercy,” but it 
is essentially meaningless, if not vnlgar, to most people, for though 
we know the words “bowels” and “mercy,” we do not regard the 
“bowels” as a center of emotion. Thus if wc are to communicate an 
equivalent message in English some formal changes must be made in 
the choice of corresponding words if the meaning of the message is 
not to be lost or badly distorted. 

What is true of words is equally true of grammar. In the first chap¬ 
ter of Mark, for example, the Nestle Greek text has 31 sentences 
beginning with kai, “and,” out of a total of approximately 36 (depend¬ 
ing somewhat upon how one decides to punctuate the Greek text 

and the values assigned to the raised period, or semicolon, in Greek). 

If one reproduces all of these “and’s” we shall have anything but a 

good English style, for we insist that anyone who begins almost every 
sentence with “and” is using a childish style. On the other hand, good 
Greek style required that almost every sentence should begin with a 
conjunction, and the influence of the Semitic usage of waw, “and,” 
in so many sentences undoubtedly accounts for some of Mark’s predi¬ 
lection for Greek kai. However, one should not do violence to Mark’s 
attempt to use good Greek style by reproducing all of these “and’s” 
in English. Accordingly, most modem translators have seen behind 
the matter of formal grammatical correspondence and have tried to 
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reproduce an equivalent grammatical style, which calls for drastic 
reduction in these conjunctions. In translating this passage, J. B. 

Phillips, for one, uses only two initial “and’s, 

employs only three, but both translators use certain other contextually 
appropriate equivalents, such as “then,” “but,” “consequently.” 

The problems of gra mmar are not limited, however, to a few con¬ 
junctions; they involve all levels of communication, from the length 
of sentences to the use of nouns instead of pronouns. Here again the 
differences between language structures require that certain formal 
distinctions be introduced into any translation. Paul's sentences are 
not unusually long for Greek (Plato, Thucydides, and Isocrates all 
wrote longer and more complex sentences), but many of his sentences 
when translated into English must be broken up into more manage¬ 
able length (more “manageable,” that is, for English sentence struc¬ 
ture). As a result, Ephesians 1:3-14, which is only one sentence in 
Greek, and the longest in the New Testament, is divided up into a 
number of shorter units in most modern translations: five in Moffatt’s 
translation, six in the Revised Standard Version and in Goodspced’s 
translation, and eight in J. B. Phillips’ rendering. 

A combination of the^SQlection of wojds and grammar gives us the 
basic elements of s tyle and literaiyrorm. Here again we face the^ 

problem of equivalent meanings. One woman, who objected violently 
to what she called Paul’s “intolerable conceit” because he began each 
of his letters with his own name, had to change her mind when she 
discovered that he was using only a traditional epistolary formula, 
which was no more a criterion for judging character than the fact 
that we start our letters with “Dear,” whether the person addressed 
is regarded with affection, utterly detested, or quite unknown. 




while E. V. Rieu 


the very events described^ may b e sym bolic ^in the sense that they 

point to a significa nce other than the bare fact of the event itself. 

When the followers of Jesus cast their garments and fronds of trees 
in his path on the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, they were doing 
something intended to honor him. In many places of West Africa 
this same behavior would be interpreted quite differently, for casting 
a branch or twig in front of a visiting official or chief is a dire insult. 
Similarly, in the Biblical account, the holy kiss, the weariug of veils, 

speaking in church, and wrestling with an angel all have 
different meanings than in our own culture. As a result we interpret 


women 
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such events in quite different ways. In general, the kiss is forbidden 
(except in the Middle East where it is culturally appropriate), 
the veils are reduced to hats (or a handkerchief), women are vari¬ 
ously restricted in their religious functions (but rarely forbidden to 
speak, even if, as in some churches, the pastor must officially dismiss 
the congregation before a woman is allowed to address the congrega¬ 
tion), and wrestling with angels is reinterpreted psych oan a lyrically or 
mythologically. 


4 2 


The Lack of Correspondence between Cultures 

An obvious reason why the form of the message must be different, 
if the content of the message is to be equivalent, is that the cultural 
contexts in which these messages are communicated are so diverse. 
Even though we, as representatives of the Western cultural tradi¬ 
tion, have received so much from the Greco-Roman world, neverthe¬ 
less there are some significant contrasts which make the communica¬ 
tion of the message not so easy as we sometimes tend to imagine. 
For the ancient world the intellectual atmosphere was dominated bv 
an interest in metaphysics, and Aristotle may be said to symbolize in 
many regards the scientific outlook of the Hellenistic age. It is trne 
that only a minority understood what the philosophers were saying, 
but the world view of these Greek thinkers influenced considerably 
the attitudes and values held by the common people. In our own 
day “scientism” tends to dominate the average thinking man's view 
of the world. He scarcely enjoys the comfort of an ancient meta¬ 
physics, which seemed to have all the answers, but he is convinced 
that somehow scientists will find the answers to the riddle of the 
universe if only they are given the time and equipment with which 
to probe the immense distances (and relationships) of the macrocosm 
of the stellar universe and the microcosm of the lowly atom. 

For the Hellenistic world, however, man had to be modest in his 
struggle against nature and its power. Otherwise he ran the risk of 
being guilty of hybris, that overweening pride which, like Nemesis, 
was always ready to humble man. The gods of the Greeks had their 
way of imposing limits on man's exploits. If nothing less served, they 
would melt the wings of Icarus to keep him from soaring to the sun. 
For modem man even the sky imposes no limit. 

Ancient society was based very largely upon institutionalized 
slavery, with an estimated three fourths of the population of the 
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Roman empire enslaved. In our own day, slavery has been outwardly 
condemned, at least in the civilized world, though it remains 
with us under the guise of “indentured labor” and “political re-edu¬ 
cation.” 

For the ancient Mediterranean world sex was very closely tied to 
fertility cult practices, with all their religious significance. Today, in 
the Western world, sex is quite another type of activity, involving 
personal gratification as mnch or more than procreation. 

The ancient world was filled with spirits, demons, and black magic. 
Our own Western world believes somewhat in the occult, in ghosts 
and gremlins, and is even trying to make a scientific study of them 
under ESP (extrasensory perception), but our attitudes are very dif¬ 
ferent from those of the ancient Romans. 

The average Greek certainly regarded human history as the work 
of men and gods, while modern man is much more likely to think 
that it is the outworking of impersonal forces, often labeled as “eco¬ 
nomic determinism” or “dialectical materialism.” 


An even greater difference may be fouud between the distinctively 
Biblical view and that of modern secularized society. In tKe Bible , 
God is presented as behind and in history, with the ultimate course 
determined by His sovereign will; but, fmo dern m;u i)biological 
evolution, with its corresponding parallels in other area s of human 

development, seems s 


ia_ all that has ever hap¬ 
pened. The Biblical view is that God speaks to man; but present-day 

Western man insists that whatever is recorded of such communication 


is only man^s..reinterpretation of certain physical and psychological 

man in His image;) but 

his image; 
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»presents God as making 
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gon temp orary ma n insists that man has made G od i n 

chologicallyjas a par ent substitute or a prop for failure. 


events. 
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unknown. 

The Bible describes creation as 


so 


as an excuse 


r 1 


pointing to God, but men today 
think that things only point to themselves. From the Biblical point 

of view man’s moral troubles stem from his positive rebellion against 

God and his rehabilitation can be accomplished only as he submits 

radically to the will of God. Most moderu thinkers take the view that 

man s moral difficulties stem from his finite, weak character, which 

can be improved only through enlightenment and training. In the 
Bible the most important question for man is God; but many con- 
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temporary philosophers regard the question as irrelevant. They con¬ 
tend that since God cannot be submitted to any controlled experi¬ 
ments, His existence is, not necessarily deniable, but undebatable and 
for all practical purposes meaningless. The Bible views the future as 
in the hands of God, with certain decisive events still to be unfolded, 
in Messiah ship and judgment; while the view of most modern think¬ 
ers is that from a physical standpoint the earth is ultimately doomed 
to the deep freeze of entropy, but that meanwhile man will go on 
evolving, unless he obliterates himself through his own folly. 

These significant differences pose no small problem for the exposi¬ 
tor of the Biblical message. At the same time, it would be wrong to 
give a false impression of the differences between the world in which 
Paul ministered and the world of our own day. Some people tend to 
speak as though the gulf between first- and twentieth-century man is 
so vast that some entirely new approach to Biblical truth is re¬ 
quired if the concepts of the Bible are to be intellectually respectable 
or commnnicable to men of onr day. 

However, this point of view must not be assumed to be new. Philo 
in his time felt constrained to "demythologize” the Hebrew Old 
Testament in order to make it agree with the findings of Greek 
science; and the Gnostics, who accepted certain elements in Chris¬ 
tianity, became adept in reinterpreting the New Testament account 
to make it more palatable to those who had adopted the philosophical 
presnppositions of the Greek world. One must not imagine, therefore, 
that the world in which Paul announced his message was a gullible, 
na'ive sort of society, unacquainted with logical categories or un¬ 
familiar with the practical skepticism of the Sophists or the erudite 
agnosticism of the Epicureans. True, in a city as sophisticated as 
ancient Ephesus a mob could be manipulated into bombastic shout¬ 
ing about their patron goddess; but much the same phenomenon is 
seen in modem times when crowds go into ecstasy over the image of 
a patron saint. On the other hand, the council of the Areop¬ 
agus, made up as it was of the ex-magistrates of Athens, consisted of 

a highly edneated group of men, thoroughly familiar with the con¬ 
temporary canons of truth and quite prepared to question and to 
rule out as utterly absurd the idea that Jesus Christ arose from the 

dead. 

It is true that the ancient world seems a little naive in that they 
“deified” their emperors, but they did so only after “the gods had 
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died.’' The Emperor Augustus was no Olympian Zeus, and no think¬ 
ing person ever took seriously the divine claims of the pathetic Calig¬ 
ula or the overbearing Nero. When the gods are no more, almost 
anyone can be a god. We must not be deceived into thinking that 
man such as Cicero, Pliny, Lucretius, Marcus Aurelius, or even the 
Emperor Tiberius himself looked upon the panoply of state religion 

anything other than a symbol of uncertain social solidarity, con¬ 
structed on the broken foundations of antiquated beliefs. To that 
extent the spirit of the age was very similar to our own, even though 

the particular beliefs were different. Nevertheless, such orientations 
to life continue to make the matter of communication one of constant 
concern for the presentation of real, and not merely supposed, equiva¬ 
lences. 
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The Lack of Correspondence between Participants ' 

It should be obvious that, despite certain cultural similarities, the 
participants in the Biblical communication cannot be equated with 
corresponding participants today. Accordingly, no present-day trans¬ 
lator of the Scriptures into English, whom we might designate dia- 
grammatically as [3 (i.e., the source of the message as it is communi¬ 
cated into English), can ever really be & (i.e., a receptor of the 
Biblical message as a valid participant in the Biblical culture). True, 
the scholarly exegete or expositor of the Bible must have a tremendous 
kuowledge of the historical backgrounds of the ancient world, for 
only within the context of that situation does the Scripture have 
immediate relevance. Moreover, the Scriptures are no collection of 
cabalistic writings, in the sense of messages whose meaning is pur¬ 
posely obscured, or intended to be meaningful only to others than 
those to whom they were historically directed. This fact does not 
deny the possibility of double application, or the so-called prophetic 
perspective, but the primary sense of Scripture must be determined 
in relation to the historical situation in which the message was given, 
for the writers of Scripture are not Delphic oracles. 

must recognize that despite our broad knowledge of 
Biblical backgrounds there are many matters on which we have little 
knowledge. In many instances we gain new knowledge and fresh in¬ 
sights as the result of archeological discoveries. Thus, from Nuzi 

tablets, found in northern Mesopotamia, we leam some of the 
why Laban 


However, we 


reasons 

was so concerned that Jacob had run away with the 



4 6 


Message and Mission 


teraphim, or household gods (Genesis 31). From the Oumran and 
related materials we have learned more about what Jesus may have 
meant by the “kingdom of heaven suffering violence and men of 
violence taking it by force” (Matthew 11:12); for it appears that, to 
a far greater extent than was previously imagined, various groups who 
were expecting the establishment of the Messianic kingdom were 
resorting to militaristic means to impose God’s kingdom by force. 
We are now beginning to explore some of the rich treasures of the 
in ter testa mental period and to understand more clearly the cultural 
environment in which the Christian movement besan. 


If, however, we can assert emphatically that, even with all available 
knowledge, no person in onr p r esent- day culture can ever be a truly 
participating m emb er of the Biblical culture (no possible degree of 
historical reconstruction conld even approximate such a condition) 
it is all the more obvious that no 0 (a source in our culture) can 

possibly be identical-with ^ (a source in the Biblical culture). In. 

other wordyuo translator * (as one form of communicative source) 
can ever be eauivalent to the oiiei 


e Scriptures. 


r o 


A Three-Language Model of Communication 

Actual communication of the Biblical message is in many circum¬ 
stances much more complex than the process wc have just described; 
for the message, as given in Greek and Hebrew, is communicated to 
us in English, and we in turn must communicate it to others. For 
some this means the use of a foreign language, often in an utterly 
divergent cultural context; for others, it requires adjusting to the form 
of language used by some subculture or distinct ethnic, social, or 
educational group, each of which has its own distinctive use of lan¬ 
guage and its own peculiar adaptation of the “world view.” We can, 
however, see the basic problem more clearly if we discuss it in terms 
of a foreign language context. For this purpose we may employ the 
following type of diagram, in which the triangles represent the com¬ 
munication in Bible times, the squares the corresponding communi¬ 
cation in English, and the circles the forms which such a communi¬ 
cation takes in still another language: 

The third element in this diagram is the circular culture, with the 
included communicative event, symbolized as circular source, mes¬ 
sage, and receptor. In order to highlight the fundamental problems 
and contrasts, we can best describe the differences in terms of the 



formal nonidentity of “square” and “circular” messages and cultures, 
and the distinctive relationship of the messages to the cultures. 

The Formal Nonidentity of Messages 
If the differences between the forms of messages in the Biblical 
and contemporary Western contexts seem to be of dissimilar kind 
and degree, then the contrast between the forms of messages in 
English and in other languages of the world will appear at times to 
be extremely great. Again, these differences apply to all levels: words, 
grammar, and events. 

Almost everyone will admit that languages inevitably differ in the 
shades of meaning of words for such abstract concepts as “love” and 
sin, bnt they are usually less aware of the wide range of differences 
which exist in all types of words and on all levels of meaning. 
Repentance in the New Testament is often explained as “changing 
the mind,” and this is the literal significance of the Greek metanoia. 
Actually, however, the Greek word connotes a much more profound 

psychological transformation than is implied in merely changing one’s 
mind, involving not only one's intellectual processes, but also and 
primarily the will and “heart.” In other languages, however, there are 
many different ways of discussing such a psychological change. In 
Kekchi, a language of Guatemala, repentance is literally “it pains my 
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heart.” In Baouli, in West Africa, the same concept is expressed as 
“it hurts so much I want to quit.” In the Northern Sotho language 
of South Africa, this spiritual experience is graphically described as 
“it becomes untwisted.” The Chois of southern Mexico speak of 
“my heart is turning itself back,” and the nearby Tzeltals express the 
same idea in the phrase “my heart returns because of my sin.” 

Even those who recognize that quite different types of expression 
may have very similar areas of meaning are nevertheless perplexed to 
find that the formal structure of certain languages prevents one from 
saying things which are routine in another language. In Hopi, a Uto- 
Aztecan language spoken in Arizona, one cannot say “my God.” For 
the Hopis “God” is a word which simply cannot be possessed. He 

can be called “my Father," but the real equivalent of “my God” is 
in Hopi “God in whom I believe.” There are, of course, many lan¬ 
guages in which one cannot say “God is love,” for there is simply no 
noun for “love.” Not that people cannot express the concept of “love” 
they most certainly can and do; but since it is regarded as essen¬ 
tially an event, not an object, it falls into the class of verbs. Hence 
one can only say “God loves” or “God is one who loves,” but the 

abstract noun “love,” without indication of when, how, where, or 

who loves, does not exist in many languages. 

Many expressions naturally reflect the practical circumstances of 
life in which such terms have come to be used. The Hopis, for ex¬ 
ample, would never speak of weeds “choking out a plant,” for in the 
ecology of Hopi farming weeds “dry out the plants.” Moreover, the 
way in which people describe events depends not only upon the 
nature of their habitat, but often as well upon their beliefs about 

religious experience. The Hopi concept of the dead passing through 
the sky to the west prompted a Hopi child some years ago to explain 
the first noisy airplane he had ever seen as 
is going through the sky.” 
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truck that has died and 


The Formal Nonidentity of Cultures 
As already noted, the basis of many formal differences in messages 
is the distinctions that underlie diverse cultural traits. For us a dove 
often symbolizes “peace,” for this is a long heritage, beginning wifh 
the story of Noah and the dove that brought back the token of new 
life. But for the Indians of America such a bird symbol would denote 
“haste” and “speed.” For us virginity seems a highly desirable attri- 
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bute in the bride, but in many parts of Africa a young woman who has 

already given birth to a child is regarded as 
for she has proved her capacity for childbearing. This preference for 

proof of fertility rather than virginity reflects the concept of marriage 

as centered in child production, while for us it is centered in sex 

relations* Our present Western world has become highly interested 

in dreams as symbols of 
Cameroon dreams are a quite common means of prophecy, often with 

dire consequences, for a dream of incest means imminent death, but 

a dream about extramarital relations is regarded as a sign of the 

greatest good fortune. 

While we here emphasize the important contrast between the 
“square” and various “circular” cultures, we must not overlook the 
fact that, in a sense, our diagram of triangles, squares, and circles is 
a distortion of certain relationships. The circular form seems entirely 
different from the square and triangle; but if we carefully examine 
the whole range of cultures throughout the world, we soon discover 
that our Western m odern culture ^ is actually the aberrant one . JW e 
are the ones who arlT so"vastly riifferen*T\vith our highly involve d 

technology, specialized division oF labor, impersonal systems of 
communication, and unprecedented mobility (geographical, social* 
occupational and ideological). We ourselves often find it more diffi¬ 
cult to understand the message of the Scriptures than do many 
peoples of other cultures, who are far more at home with such 
features as cities of refuge, blood revenge, sacrificial atonement, 
redemption of relatives, levirate marriage, polygamy, clans, paternal 

blessing, and government by a council of the elders. An attempt to 

determine why God chose the Jewish people as His channel of 

communication—any such inquiry must be highly speculative, for 
who can know “the mind of God”?—will certainly find no basis in 
the often claimed sublimity of Hebrew idioms or the elegance of 
Greek grammar. Chinese is far more flexible in idiomatic structure 
than Hebrew, and Zulu is formally a more precise language than 
Greek. The selection of the Jewish people can be understood in some 
measure on the basis that God chose to reveal Himself through a 
people who, there at the crossroads of so many cultural influences at 
that point in world history, possessed a culture with greater similar¬ 
ities to a greater number of other cultures than has existed at any 
other time in the history of mankind. It is, therefore, in large measure 
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hidden reality. For the Kaka of the 
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because of basic cultural commonalities that the message of the 
Scriptures is communicated with so much force and intelligibility. 

In coutrasting cultures we must not, however, restrict our point of 
view to an assortment of isolated traits. We need to see the differ¬ 
ences in their broadest possible perspective, in terms of a people’s 
“world view,” or system of values. In the total system the contrasts 
between people become even more striking. 

In Bantu Africa there is a welter of different beliefs, some seem- 
ingly quite contradictory, but out of these highly divergent sets of 
views about the world and reality emerge some highly significant 
concepts with wide acceptance and relevance. For example, these 
Africans do not distinguish as sharply between themselves and “non¬ 
man” as do we, who regard such a distinction as inevitable in view of 
the philosophical “revolution” introduced by Descartes. Rather, Bantu 
people in general relate themselves very closely to their lineage, the 
world of nature around them, and the realm of the supernatural. 
Each living person is eonceived of as constituting merely a link in 
the chain which unites him with his ancestors before him and the 
descendants who will follow him. With these ancestors he is in very 

intimate contact, for they communicate with him in dreams and 

bestow benefits upon him. In return he must maintain a filial re¬ 
gard for these benefactors, must prevent them from becoming dis¬ 
gruntled or angry, and by proper offerings sustain them in their efforts 
to help the living from the realm of the dead. 

In addition to this close tie with the ancestral spirits, who may in 
fact be reincarnated as a man’s own offspring, many Africans feel 
themselves very much a part of the nature surrounding them. Some 
are related to the world of nature through ancestors who were animals, 
e.g., crocodiles, lions, leopards, turtles, vipers, buffalo, or gazelles; and 
such clan totems make a man personally conscious of the animal 
world, for he must avoid the flesh of his own totemic “relatives,” 
must make proper atonement if perchance he kills such animal kin, 
and must depend upon his kinship with the animal world for certain 
types of protection and success. Not only are certain animals, and 
even plants and insects, totemically related to people, but certain 
individuals are thought to be able to transform themselves into 
animals. Thus some animals are believed to be merely men in disguise. 
Furthermore, the spirits of animals are regarded as not too different 
from those of men. In the whole world of nature live innumerable 
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spirits, in gnarled trees, deep pools, strangely formed rocks, and re¬ 
mote mountains. These spirits arc like people in that they are good 
and bad, helpful and malevolent, prank-playing and vicious, depend¬ 
able and irresponsible. 

Moreover, man is linked not only with his ancestors and with 
uature, but also with the supernatural world. At one point this world 

is represented by ancestors, who may 

men in touch with the gods. At the 
nature may serve to establish the close tie of man with the super¬ 
natural world, by means of which he can diviuc the future, guarantee 
abuudant harvests, insure prosperity, and invoke blessings upon his 

descendants. 

The view of the world held by many an African is based on some 
entirely false assumptions, but it serves to relate him to his world and 
to help him find his place. Though inimical spirits may haunt him 
and ancestors threaten him, both spirits and ancestors have one 
priucipal goal, namely, the maintaining of traditional values and 
patterns of behavior. He can therefore feel quite at home within the 
security of the ancestral village and the old way of life. 

Unless we understand these different systems of values, wc almost 
inevitably misjudge those who hold them. For example, Africans are 
often accused of crass materialism, even going beyond Westerners in 
this respect. But the African’s quest for things does not arise out of 
the same cultural background, for in a sense he may be said to have 
a “spiritual reason” for his materialism. In terms of his ultimate values, 
what counts most is “life,” but not in the sense of continuing exist¬ 
ence, as thought of by the typical European or American. Life for the 
African meaus “life force” or “life potency,” which comes primarily 
from ancestors and is passed on to descendants. This force manifests 
itself during life by outstanding skills, exceptional leadership ability, 
and the control over spirits, people, and things. Things, then, become 
an obvious means of validating this “power,” for wealth is a symbol 
of an inner power which brings victory in war, luck in love, and 
success in acquiring riches. Thus things are not mere ends in them¬ 
selves—as they may be with us—but instruments for confirming the 
possession of a force vitale. 

There is a sense, however, in which the African’s view of power 
and wealth is not much different from certain aspects of the Puritan 
ethic, in which it was presumed that the proof of God’s blessing upon 
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a man s efforts was to be found in his evident prosperity. Financial 

security becomes then not only an end in itself, but a means of 

proving one's spiritual capacities. In many respects church people in 

America have outgrown this nnholy alliance of money and religion, 

bnt it still tends to haunt those of “lesser faith,” who not infrequently 

assess the rightness of a program by the amount of money which is 

sent in “by God’s children” or the success of a minister by the size 
of his salary. 

In contrast with the view of the world held by many Africans, the 
philosophical orientation of the East, with the exception of the 
importation of Communism as an ideology from the West, is very 

different. 5 In the East thcre .is-no 4 >asie -concern, for progress as we 
k now it , and no constant drive toward Utopias where life may be 
fitted to certain ideas. Rather, men strive for “release from every¬ 
thing,” as characterized by the philosophy of India, “the wisdom of 
nonbeing” as taught in Taoism, and “the vast impartiality” as devel¬ 
oped in Confucianism. Moreover, men believe that thought itself 
should not be so neatly discursive, so logically bound as it is in the 
“square and earthly” categories of the West, but should be “round 
and spiritual” as in the East. There one can fluctuate readily from 
the specific to the general and from the concrete to the abstract, with 
a free-flowing abandon of intuitive insight, and without having to be 
rigidly departmentalized by Aristotelian canons of truth. 

In the East such a view of truth is necessary, for real existence is re¬ 
garded as cultural, (lived within the microcosm x>f the family and the 
macroc osm of humanity. ^Sut with constant reference to continuity, 
in respect to the past as well as the future. If man is to live within 
society, he can do so only because fundamentally he is in harmony 
with the universe and is capable of complete adjustment. At this 
point, of course, the East differs from the West, which conceives of 
man as essentially struggling against a nature that is basically evil 
and in need of regeneration. For the East there are many ways by 
which truth may be attained, and many paths which lead to heaven. 

as developed a special emphasis in the philosophy of 
the East, namely, the priority of spirit over matter. In philosophical 
Hinduism there is only one ultimate reality, and that is spirit. This 
reality is the transforming energy of the universe, which consists of 
matteT and which is both inferior and evil. Thus all of life is to be 
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judged on a scale of greater spirituality, but it is all bound together 
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by the inexorable historical process of karma , which allots to each 
person a dharma defining his place and role in this matter-to-spirit 
development. Fin al escape from this process is the pri mary go al. 

So different is this view of HFcTrom our own that it scarcely seems 
comprehensible, but the views held by those even closer to our society 
also present highly significant contrasts to our own. Latin American 
society, for example, has been traditionally authoritarian in religion, 
politics, and education. 6 Its dominant theme can be summarized as 
error has no rights." Hence heresy must be detected by the church 
and prosecuted by the state, strong men will not brook opposition, 
and education must follow the “given line," with all the implications 
of censorship and indices of forbidden books. Concomitant with this 
authoritarianism is a kind of passive fatalism, which no doubt has its 
source partly in North African Islamic importations into the Iberian 
peninsula and thence to Latin America. However, it is also an in¬ 
digenous aud a highly congenial belief among many of the Indian 

• • • 

groups living in this hemisphere. The anc ient Az tecs believed for 

example, that a man’s destiny was determined a 
by a conflict between God and the devil, who fought it out in the 

in the room where the baby was born. 


f his birth 


open nre kin 

_ I _ _ 

In (Latin America la concept of irrevocable sinfulness of the flesh 

rather 


rebellion against the will of God, has led in 

respon sibility. Hence^feligion 


some measure to a denial of moral 


becomes primarily a technique for help ing man over the crises of life 
by paj d professi onal assistance/ rather than a means by which life 

may be transformed in such a way that one is enabled to withstand 
temptation and develop deep inner convictions of right and wrong. 

Again, in Latin America the basic distinction between the sacred 
and secular, as symbolized by the altar rail, which excludes the non- 
ordained from the full benefits and mysteries of the church, tends to 
place a high premium 

exalting the “sacred” at the expense of the “secular 
debase all of life. Nevertheless, this non-Biblical distinction does set 
the priesthood off as a special class of people who engage essentially 
in intellectual activities. Their work is thus regarded as inherently 
superior and for such a person to soil his hands with mundane activ¬ 
ities is accordingly regarded as debasing and wrong. In Latin Amer¬ 
ica the problem has been that this same distinction of the superiority 
of the intellectual over 


on so-called “spiritual work." The result of 

is ultimately to 


the manual has crept into the professions, 
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and hence the engineer must not get his hands dirty, or the lawyer, 
if he is to maintain prestige, must not be seen carrying his briefcase. 
Professional privilege thus becomes a more dominant theme than 
the dignity of labor. 

One key to the orientation of Latin life is the phrase la dignidad 
de la persona, literally, “the dignity of the individual.” The difficulty 
is that the Spanish world has never quite decided just who is la per¬ 
sona, “the individual.” At times the idealistic fervor for social justice 
would make one think that la persona means cada persona, "each 
person”; but in many instances typical behavior seems to indicate 
that the phrase should be la dignidad de mi persona, “the dignity of 
my person.” The paradoxical dualism of Don Quixote, the altruistic 
idealist, and Sancho Panza, the sangnine realist, continues to this 
day as part of the basic conflict in Latin life, where so many initially 
well-meaning revolutionaries have ended up as intolerable dictators. 

Running through the fabric of Latin life is a constant emphasis 
upon the human aspects of existence—the meaning of friendship, the 
ties of family, and the loyal attachment to personal leadership which 
gives rise to the “personalism” in government and politics making 
possible the rise of the strong leader, or caudillo. Such a leader is 
more or less expected to use the social structure of society as a means 
of giving it direction. In general, he does not wait for society to select 
him, much less to force him to run for office (Latin America rarely 
has a reluctant candidate); to fulfill his destiny he must express his 
leadership by building up a personal following. As he views the 
world, un indio sin patron es coma rueda sin eje, “an Indian without 
a master is like a wheel without an axle.” Nor can humanity without 
his leadership fulfill its true destiny, or his. 

Another feature of Latin life highly significant in providing that 
distinctive quality so apparent in its intellectual life is the belief that 
truth is not to be found primarily by any tedious processes of discur¬ 
sive logic, but by the flash of insight, the intuitive inspiration, and 
the beatific vision. Reality is more fittingly expressed, therefore, in 
poetry than in philosophical discourse. The novelist is thus closer to 
social truth than the sociologist and the propagandist than the writer 
of tedious volumes of fact. 

It would be wrong to conclude that all Latin American life fits 
precisely this framework. Many liberalizing influences have blunted 
the traditional authoritarianism, broken down the social barriers and 
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the privileges of the professional caste, brought into leadership men 
of unselfish ambition, and developed a sense of responsibility and 
intellectual integrity in the administration of justice, in national 
leadership, and in scholarship. Nevertheless, for the masses the three 
principles of miracle, mystery, and authority, so penetratingly de¬ 
picted by Dostoevski, constitute dominant elements in the social and 

theological outlook of Latin society. 

Protestant missionaries in Latin America, in attempting to intro¬ 
duce quite a different orientation toward life and truth, are sometimes 
quite unaware of these fundamentally diverse viewpoints. They tend 
to pass off resistance to the "Protestant ethic” as merely moral per¬ 
verseness or fanatical superstition. Often they fail completely to 
realize the tremendous cultural adjustment they preach as a part of 
the gospel, or to allow for the fact that, both in explicit content and 
implicit assumptions, they operate on entirely different premises from 
most Latins. For example, they declare the right of private judgment, 
even on such matters as ultimate truth. For them authority rests not 

in the tradition of the church, but in a book, the Bible, which all men 
are said to be able to interpret. Even though men may be in error, 
they declare, the right to maintain such error must be defended by 
those who know the truth. Furthermore, they say that man is actively 
responsible for every aspect of his life, and if his faith is not accom¬ 
panied by consistent works—sometimes defined in terms of the special 
mores of the group—then not even the church can help him. In 
addition, they insist that all labor is ultimately sacred, for each man 
has his calling from God. Thus the privilege of the few is basically 
abrogated. Religion is presented, not as a technique for passing 
through crises, but of acquiring that moral strength which will enable 

one to meet head-on issues where not even the assistance of the priest 
avails. It is true that Protestantism lays great emphasis upon the 
individual, but primarily in terms of his responsibilities within so¬ 
ciety, not his prerogatives as a member of society. Truth is usually 
explained as discoverable by discursive logic, based on accumulated 
facts, not through intuitive insight. 

If we ask whether most people, whether Africans, Orientals, Latins, 
or Americans, all of whom represent distinct orientations toward life, 
are conscious of the fundamental characteristics of their world views, 
we must of course say “No.” A society rarely becomes aware of its 
traditional assumptions until they are seriously challenged or no 
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longer seem adequate. 7 In fact, it is often the outsider who can best 
see some of the orientations we take for granted. Alicja Iwanska, a 
Polish anthropologist, has made some highly significant observa¬ 
tions about certain aspects of the world view of many people in the 
American Pacific Northwest, 8 She has shown that many white Amer¬ 
ican farmers uucoiisciously divide their world into three basic cate¬ 
gories: (i) t he landscape, including the beautiful scenery of that 
part of Oregon and Washington: (2) m achinery, their investment in 
mechanized agriculture, including their farms (for the farms are 
not essentially part of the scenery, but an element in production— 
hence equivalent to machinery); and^(3) people, including their 
neighbors, friends, and relatives. It is significant, however, that two 
types of people are not classed with other people, but with scenery and 

^machinery. These include th e. Indians , who are regarded as properly 
placed on reservations, to be IookeiTupon as part of the beauties of 
nature, but not to be associated with in the towns or rural commu¬ 
nities. These farmers would never think of Indians as not being 
human beings, but in their unconscious view of the world as a whole, 

Indians belong primarily with the scenery, not in society. Mexican 
(farm laborers, on the other hand, are classed with machinery. They 
are negotiated for on the same basis as any other farm tools and are 
taken eare of on the basis that one must take good care of machinery 
if one expects to get satisfactory performance from it. The Mexican 
laborers are, of course, also human beings. No farmer would deny it, 
but nevertheless they are regarded as in a very different class from 
those persons with whom one expects to have interpersonal relations. 

' Our real problem at this point is to recognize the fact that theo¬ 
retical classifications of phenomena and those which result from 
actual behavior are often very different. Any one of these farmers 
would insist that Indians, Mexicans, and whites are all human beings, 
and that they are really different from scenery and machinery. This 
view, however, represents only the ideal structure, resulting from what 
one has been taught about the logical categories of the world. The real 
structure, which determiues value judgments and interpersonal be¬ 
havior, rests upon quite different presuppositions. 

Various surveys of religious opinion in America indicate that over 
95 per cent of the people insist that they believe in God. Neverthe¬ 
less, actual behavior would indicate that for over 50 per cent of these 
people belief in God has praetieally nothing to do with their behavior. 
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As far as they are concerned, God makes few if any moral demands, 
and they do not formally express this belief in any overt manner. Of 
course, for some of these persons God is nothing more than “first 

ultimate reality,” but these more sophisticated concepts 
not shared by a very large part of the population which claims to 
believe in God. For the vast majority one can only conclude that: 

there is a wide gap between ideal and real behavior; that is, be- 

(i) frying that one believes in God (f or that is quite the! 

~ 1 ’ ' * one's life entirel y! 

(which is secularis m) ^determining^on^ 
values without concern for Gpd)(which is materialism). We cannotj 
of course, overlook the indirect effects which “ideal behavior” on 
responses may have on people. But when the culturally acceptable! 
masks are stripped away, one comes face to face with actual behavior 
and the basic concepts that ultimately govern what men do. 
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The Meaning of a Message in Terms of the Cultural Context 

The essential importance of the real cultural context in which com¬ 
munication takes place is that only in terms of this setting does any 
message have significance. Protestant missionaries who first went to 
the Navajos assumed that they would of necessity have to use the 
English word “God” if the Navajos were really to understand the 
spiritual nature of God. Unfortunately, the English pronunciation of 
“God” was very similar to the Navajo word for “juniper bush.” Even 

to this day many Navajos think of the white man’s religion as the 

worship of the juniper bush. Later, however, missionaries learned that 
in order to communicate effectively they must change the name of 
God to the Navajo equivalent of “the eternal spirit,” which then made 
sense, for it had relevance within the context of the Navajo culture. 
On the other hand, early Roman Catholic missionaries to Mexico 

and Guatemala encountered a ready response to the symbol of the 

Sacred Heart, portrayed not only as the sacred heart of Jesus but also 
of Mary. However, this exposed heart had quite a different signifi¬ 
cance to the Indians. To them it was the sacrificial heart taken from 
human sacrifices and offered to the pagan deities. However, since the 
erroneous reinterpretation was nevertheless one that prompted deep 
religious sentiments, it became a powerful instrument in winning the 
loyalty of the untutored masses, who quickly identified Dios, “God,” 
as the sun and Maria, “Mary,” as the moon. In many instances they 
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carved these symbols into the stone above the entrances to their 

churches. 

No symbols can have meaning of and through themselves; they 
always stand for something else. This assigning of 
by the culture. Thus there are 

apprehended by all mankind. Even the masculinity of the sun and 
the feminine character of the moon, so widely recognized in many 
parts of the world, is not universal, for in some cultures the reverse 
interpretation is understood. The symbolism of sacrifice is widely 
known, but in some areas, e.g., among the Pueblo Indians of the 

Southwest, sacrifice was not practiced. Whether, therefore, a symbol 
is widespread or is interpreted in a particular manner is essentially a 
cultural matter, not inherent within the nature of the symbol, but 
dependent upon the way in which a particular people chooses to 
apprehend such an object or event. 


meaning is done 
no universal symbols immediately 


The Purpose of Communicative Procedures 

Since the forms of messages are quite different in diverse cultures, 
and since these messages are dependent upon utterly different cultures 
for the basis of their signifieaucc, it is evident that no great amount 
of communication can be effected by teaching a receptor in, for 
example, a “circle culture” merely to recognize the form of the mes¬ 
sage in a “triangle culture.” Such a message would be quite irrelevant, 
for the receptor would not be able to reproduce the circumstances in 
which the earlier message had significance. On the other hand, it is 
equally false to assume that in order to communicate one must re¬ 
produce all the circumstances of one culture within some isolated 
segment of another; that is to say, to try to construct a square cultural 
enclave in the circular society, thus “detr ibalizin g” the people in 
order to communicate to them. This, of course, is part of the theory 
which lies behind the tendency to “transplant churches” rather than 
“to sow the seed of the gospel.” 

We can describe the lack of correspondence in the formal structure 
of messages by saying that and that ©»* 0 . In other words, 

the form of the message in a square culture does not equal the form 
of the message in a triangle culture. Similarly, the form of message 
in a circular culture does not equal the form of message in a square 
culture. However, these differences of form between messages in 
different cultures should not eoneem us unduly, for we seek, not a 
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formal equivalence, but a functional one. In other words, we want 
to be sure that ® is able to respond to ® within the context of his 
own culture in substantially the same manner as & responded to ^ 
within the setting of the Biblical culture. Thus, in substantially the 
same way as the message which came to men and women in Greek 
and Hebrew could be designated as “the Word of God,” so this 
message that comes to the people in English or any other language 

be “the Word of God” to them, for it is by and through this 
revealing message that God speaks. We are concerned, that is to say, 
with a dynamic, not a static, equivalence. 

If, however, this equivalence is to be understandable, two principal 
factors must be involved: (1) in speaking to those with limited 
knowledge of the total message the communicator must select from 
the revelation these features which are culturally relevant, and 
(2) he must find certain cultural parallels which will make such a 
message significant within the immediate context of people's lives. 

The selection of culturally relevant material from the revelation of 
God has always been the practice of the church. In the early centuries, 
for example, the atonement wrought by Christ on the cross was 
generally spoken of in terms of the great conflict between Christ and 
Satan in which, through “the cross and the empty tomb,” Christ 
gained the victory over Satan and death. During the time of the 
Reformation, and down until more recent decades, one of the most 
common interpretations of the atonement has been substitutionary, 
in the sense that Christ took upon himself our sins and died in our 
place as a substitute sacrifice. 9 This interpretation, true and valuable 
as it may be for many, is not communicable to many persons today, 
for they simply do not think in such categories. For these persons, 
many of whom are keenly aware of the tragic conflicts that divide and 
alienate untold millions of people, the presentation of the atonement 
in terms of reconciliation is more meaningful, since in this way they 
can understand more readily how God could be in Christ reconciling 

the world to Himself (2 Corinthians 5:19). 

The fact that, in three different stages of the church's history, 
people have chosen to communicate the significance of the atone¬ 
ment in these different but complementary and Biblical ways, does 
not mean that anyone of these views is necessarily wrong. Quite the 
contrary, they are all true, for the Scriptures do not restrict the 
explanation of this supreme encounter of God with man to one set 
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of symbols. Rather, the fact of God’s grace is presented in several 

ways in order that something of its relevance may break through to 

our consciousness within the context of our lives, which are so di¬ 
versely ordered and hence dependent upon different facets of divine 
revelation. 

This same fact is true of many elements in the Scriptures. The 23rd 
Psalm, for example, is for us and mauy others a great source of 
revelation about God and his dealings with his faithful believers. 
But for many peoples this Psalm is qnite meaningless, for either they 
have no knowledge of sheep or the sheep they have may be scavengers, 
as in many parts of Africa. Actually, the most popular Psalm, as far 
as different cultures are concerned, is the first, which contaius an 
abundance of figures of speech which have almost daily relevance to 
the lives of countless millions of people: “walking in the counsel of 
the ungodly,” “tree planted by rivers of water,” “his leaf shall not 
wither,” “the chaff which the wind drives away,” aud “the way of the 

righteous.” 

In addition to the selection of culturally relevant elements in the 
Scriptures, one must find cultural parallels which will make possible 

an apprehension of the Biblical truth within the context of contempo¬ 
rary life. A modern preacher in one of our urban centers can and does 
explaiu to people the meaning of the parable about the “Vine and 
Branches.” But for all his explanatious this parable is likely not to 
be too significant because most of the people have never pruned a 
grapevine and know scarcely anything about its manner of growth or 
the practice of burning the dead and fruitless runners. They can, 
however, appreciate the basic principle of the need of the branch to 
be associated with the vinestock if the preacher nscs the analogy of 
electrical household appliances, which cannot functiou unless they 
are properly plugged in. However, he may go on to point out that in 
the same way that a short in the appliances will blow a fuse and thus 
prevent injury, so God cannot permit the power of His Spirit to flow 
through sinful lives. Such contemporary analogies are not substitutes 
for the Biblical message, but, rather, useful supplements to the com¬ 
munication, to help people comprehend something of the present- 
day relevance of the message to their own way of life. They must, 
however, be used with caution, for even as in the parallel just eited 
the Spirit must not be thought of as an impersonal force but as one 
who establishes a living relationship. 
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Much missionary work has been unduly hampered by lack of ade¬ 
quate parallels within the indigenous culture. Early missionaries to 

the Hopis in Arizona assumed (as did the missionaries to the Nava- 
jos, referred to above) that the Indians would have to understand 
God in terms of His English name. But this word never meant much 
to the people, except as a foreign name for a strange being. If, how¬ 
ever, the missionaries had studied the Hopi religion—perhaps one of 
the most spiritual of the indigenous religions of North America— 
they soon would have discovered that behind the sacred powers 
addressed in prayer there are two principal deities: (1) Pas-nap- 
qatuhqa and (2) Nukpan. The second is “the destructive one” and 
roughly equivalent to the Christian concept of the devil; the first is 

the good deity who is the ultimate source of power aud whose name 
means “the one who exists by virtue of his very existence” (strikingly 
similar to the interpretation of Yahweh in the context “I am that I 

am”). Present revisions of the Scriptures in Hopi are using this term, 
readily acceptable by several of the Hopi Christians with such com- 

Why didn’t you use that name before? Then we could 


ments as 
have understood. 


CHAPTER 4 


and Their 


So out of the ground the Lord God formed 

every beast of the field and every bird of the 
air, and brought them to the man to see what 
he would call them; and whatever the man 
called every living creature, that was its name. 
The man gave names to all cattle, and to the 
birds of the air, and to every beast of the field. 

—Genesis 2:ig-2oa 


Language As a Communication Code 
In a children’s meeting on an Indian reservation in the United 
States, a missionary asked the boys and girls, “How are we saved?” 
to which everyone responded in unison, 
did this symbol, “blood, 

the same as to the missionary, as was evident in the fact that the 
children never spoke of “the blood,” except in answer to that particu¬ 
lar question in the catechism. The expression “the blood” is a very 
important one in the history of the Christian faith. But of what is it 
a symbol? What is its real meaning? What is the event in history for 
which it stands, and what conceptions of it are held by people who 
employ this term in a Christian context? These are vital questions, 
tout they cannot be answered unless we first explore the nature of 
language as a code, the encoding and decoding of the message by 
•participants in the communication and the meaning of the symbols 
used. 

Language, the most complex and significant code employed by man, 
consists essentially of sounds, shapes, and a system. Of the thousands 
of perceptually distinct sounds the vocal apparatus can make, each 
language uses a limited selection of sounds to distinguish meaning. 


By the blood.” But what 
mean to them? Certainly it did not mean 
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That is to say, the human voice can make many hundreds of different 
types of sounds; but in any one language no more than a dozen to 
sixty sound distinctions (technically called “phonemes”) are used as 

basic elements in the formation of the meaningful units in the code 
(technically called “morphemes”). These morphemes (minimal forms 

of speech which have meaning) are the elementary building blocks of 
the meaningful structure of the language. In English they 
consist not only of roots, whether "free,” as in boy, man, dog, or 
“bound” to some other element, as in -ceive, -sist , or lingu- (cf. 
receive, deceive, consist, insist, and linguist, lingual), but also of 
affixes, such as re-, con-, de- in-, -ist, -al. Other languages may have 
quite differently shaped roots, and the affixes may include not only 
prefixes and suffixes, elements placed before and after the roots, but 
infixes, forms occurring within roots, and supra fixes, principally in- 
tonational features superimposed upon other “shapes.” 

However, a language code must consist of more than mere sounds 
and shapes. It must go together in a systematic way, or no two people 
could use the code. No one could possibly remember thousands of 
unique utterances. What is more, a language to be really useful must 
have the potentiality of endless generation of new expressions. 

An obvious feature of any language system is that there are strict 

■ 

rules governing what can and cannot be said. Though people may 

recognize this in their mother tongue and are quick to notice gram¬ 
matical mistakes, they may deny the existence of a grammatical sys¬ 
tem in certain other languages. In Bolivian Quechua, for example, one 

can produce very long words, which are perfectly proper and actually 
used, as in the case of the word phiniquichipushallawarkanquichejtaj- 
chari, meaning “I expect you caused me to continually jump around 
for some one”; but though this word is made up of twelve different 
basic shapes (i.e., morphemes) they are selected according to strict 

rules of the grammatical system. This word would be just as meaning¬ 
less in an altered order of elements as mentestablreish is for English 

speakers, though this nonsense form is only reestablishment scram¬ 
bled. 

On the level of syntax we would not normally use the order John 
away ran, though we can say Away ran John, and John ran away; nor 
would we combine grammatical forms such as This man am go, for 
This man is going. Why is it that we must use certain orders, and that 
after some words we use one grammatical form and after others dif- 
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ferent forms? Why, for example, must we have eight forms for the 
verb to he—namely, am, is, are , was, were, be, been and being—while 
for another verb we rarely have more than four or five, e.g., sell, selling, 
sells, and sold; and ride, riding, rides, rode, and ridden; and in some 
cases only three, e.g., hit, hitting, hits? There are really no absolute 
reasons for these usages except the history of language development. 
However, the very arbitrariness of English, or of any language, is 
evidence of the underlying system of the code or set of rules, regard¬ 
less of irregularities which govern the ways in which the code is and 

can be used. 

The -cpde of language is only one part of human behavior, but it is 
perhaps the most unquestioned of all our patterns of behavior because 
it appears so unchangeable. We are seldom aware of the actual 
changes going on continuously, if imperceptibly. This relatively un¬ 
changing character of language, in addition to the fact that it is essen¬ 
tial to every aspect of our lives, from courtship to war and from calling 
pets to entreating God, gives it an exalted status in onr thinking. We 
realize that we must use it constantly in the very process of thinking. 
Moreover, despite the arbitrariness and irregularities of language we 
usually become enamored of it, for it is the very tool with which 
we test reality. That is to say, we think abont something and then we 
compare our manipulation of word symbols with our perception of the 
world about us. Soon we become convinced that here is not merely a 

code, but a canon of truth; not just a set of symbols, but a right way 

of perceiving the universe. Then the mechanics of sounds, shapes, 
and the system disappear, and we imagine we have pierced the veil 

of the ultimate. 

We are, however, brought up short when we hear of animals and 
insects having “a language.” We leam, for example, that when a bee 
returns to the hive, after having found a new source of honey, it can 
communicate to other bees not only the direction of the find but 
approximately the distance. If, for example, the distance of the nectar 
is less than 28 yards away, the bee does a round dance, if the source is 
from 28 to 200 yards away 

200 yards away, the dance is completely a “waggle.” The number of 
turns and waggles of the abdomen from side to side is correlated with 
the distance. The direction, on the other hand, is shown by the direc¬ 
tion of the dance, as it is related to the position of the sun. 1 


waggle” dance is added; and if over 
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Similarly, jackdaws have a kind of rattle expressing anger. It excites 

other birds to attack a person, especially if he happens to be carrying 

black dangling or fluttering object. Everyone familiar with 


some 

chickens can soon distinguished the cackling of a hen when she has 
laid an egg, her clucking as she leads little chicks in search of food, 
the sound of alarm when a hawk swoops down from the sky, and the 
squawk of terror when a snake or raccoon steals into the chicken 

shed. 

There is no doubt that these di fferent typ es of sounds communi¬ 
cate.‘-But do the^constitutela language? If not, how do they differ 

’ ■ _ .... j_ . _i ■ j -- ■ 

from human speech? 


Signs and Symbols 

In order to understand the essential nature of a language code, we 
must distinguish carefully between signs and symbols, for though 
they are closely related, there is an essential distinction which must 

be caiefujly noted. 2 

A g i on may b e said to indi cate the existence of a particular thing, 
event, or condition within a context. Wet streets are a sigu that it has 
rained, rustling leaves are a sign of wind, smoke a sign of fire. All 
these are so-called natural signs. But there may also be cultural ones, 
e.g., crepe on the door (a sign of death), streamers and tin cans tied 
to a car (a sign that someone has recently been married), and a 
clerical collar (a sign that the wearer is a clergyman). We are in fact 
constantly surrounded by signs in our lives: barber poles, arrows, buzz¬ 
ers, numbers on houses, lanes marked on highways, illuminated 
shapes of ice-cream cones on the tops of buildings, and the odor of 

good food being prepared in the kitchen. All these signs point to 

immediate features in the environment. They are analogous to signs 

that occur in communication in the animal world, where the signals 
employed (barking of dogs, singing of birds, and dancing of bees) 

II signs pfcan immediately evident element in the environment. 

ith symbol s the situat ion is quite different, for a symbol can be 

* ’ ’iq tg con text or stimuli . We may, for 

example, talk about rain without its raining, either in the immediate 
past, present, or future. Similarly, we can use the symbol death with¬ 
out implying that it is a sign of some immediate event. It is only a 
label we use to identify a concept. Signs identify some feature of our 
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environment, but a symbol is an instrument by which we label and 
manipulate our conceptions. In other words, it is the conceptions, not 

the things, that symbols directly “mean.” 3 By means of these instru¬ 
ments we can, so to speak, take hold of the objects outside of our 
immediate world and reorganize them into qnite different combi¬ 
nations. 

There are, of course, various types of symbols. The most obvious 

distinction we can usefully make is_between (1) “pure symbols” and 
(2) “iconic symbols.” Th^fiure symbo ls»in jio way partake of the. 

nts/THat is tosay, they are not like the things 
to which they refer, any more than boy by the very sound character¬ 
izes a young male human or girl stands for a corresponding female. 
These words, moy and girl; ^re completely arbitrary in form, and as 
such constitu'te-pureTyiriboIsflconic symbols^on the other hand, do 
partake of s ome of the p rope rties 0? their referents. For example* the 
cross i s an iconic symbol of the death of Christ, fo r it duplic ates 
in fo rm the instrum ent by which Jesus was killfed^since it has some of 
the physical characteristics of that event. Similarly^rituals, dramas, 
pictures, architecture, and dances are iconic in that the^vgortray'N in 
one way or another some of the physical properties of the referents 
for which they stand. Some words, however, are also to a limited 
degree iconic, if the onomatopoeic character of the sonnds is designed 
to imitate the sound of the objects to which these words refer, e.g., 
bowwow, cockadoodledoo, and meow. 

The distinction between “pnre” and “iconic” is not the only way 
in which we can distinguish symbols, for we are concerned not only 

with the referents, but also with the convertibility of symbols from 
one system to another. For example, if we arrange a set of mathe¬ 
matical symbols into a formula, we can always “translate” such a 
formula into language. That is to say, it can be put into a lineal 
“syntactic” order. These types of symbols we can speak of as “dis¬ 
cursive,” for they are translatable into discourse. But we cannot 
translate certain other types of symbols, e.g., the symmetrical lines of 
an elegant Greek vase, the startling imagery of a voodoo dance, or the 
thrilling score of a Beethoven symphony. These meaningful symbolic 
forms cannot be translated element by element into language, for 
their symbolism is of a different type. This type may be described as 
“presentational,” in contrast with the “discursive forms” which are 
equatable with linguistic formulations. 4 


prop 
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Characteristics of Symbols and Codes 

Before we attempt to treat the meaning of linguistic symbols, we 
must consider briefly some of their fundamental characteristics. First, 
they are essentially arbitrary. Even a so-railed “ rfatura l response 
bol, such as Ouch! is arbitrary in form, for in Spanish one says Ay Ay/, 
not Ouch! Moreover, the relation of form to referent is arbitrary. The 
lion belongs to the cat family, but there is nothing in the linguistic 
forms lion and cat to suggest this biological affinity. Certainly the 
arbitrariness of linguistic usage is nowhere better illustrated than in 
the way in which languages so diversely describe similar psychological 
phenomena. In Tzeltal, a language of southern Mexico 
speak of faith as * ‘hanging onto God with the heart,” 

Valiente, a language of Panama, one must say “to lean on God.” On 
the other hand, the Anuaks of the Sudan say that faith is “putting 
oneself in God's hands,” and the nearby Uduks to the north claim 

that faith is “joining God’s word to one’s body.” 

This arbitrariness is not limited to the relation between symbols 
and types of referents, but is applicable as well to the ways in which 
languages dissect various areas of experience. Though experts are able 
to distinguish over half a million different tints of colors, in English 
there are generally only eight principal color words, and less than 4,000 
descriptive labels used by the experts. In some languages, e.g., Tara- 
humara, spoken in Mexico, there are only five basic color words, and 
some languages in West Africa have only three. In many languages, 
one’s relatives may be designated by literally scores of words, depend¬ 
ing, for example, whether one’s uncle is on the father’s or mother’s 
side or whether he is younger than one’s father or older. Similarly, a 
cousin of the same sex as oneself may have one type of name, but if he 
or she is of a different sex from the speaker, then quite a different 

name is used. At times the “labels” of cousins can be reversed, de¬ 
pending upon whether the cousin is related through one’s father or 

mother. In fact, there seem to be almost no limits to the minute 
classification of one's relatives. 


sym 


one can 
while in 


amount of c onventional acceptance by the c ommunity that 
them, while at the same time they m ust n ot^e dependent upon the 
imip^dL^ rnntevt; that is to say, tffey"are not signs, but can be used 
freely in all sorts of situations. 

Another highly essential features of symbols is the adaptability to 
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certain individual differences of usage. In fact, word symbols as 
uttered by different persons are always different, often by quite im¬ 
perceptible degrees. In most instances we can recognize that differ¬ 
ent persons pronounce the same symbol in slightly different ways, that 
is to say, with different tone of voice, pronunciation of vowels, speed 
of utterance, and general voice quality. There are limits to such in¬ 
dividual variation, but within these limits such differences must be 
permissible or speech and communication would be quite impossible, 
for people’s voices are simply not identical. 

Not only do symbols have a wide range of slightly different forms; 
they must also have a range of meaning. That is to say, symbols are 
not of much use if they stand for one thing and one thing only. 
Rather, they refer really to classes of things, e.g., leaves, chairs, houses, 
poles, fish, and monkeys. Too often we imagine that a word has one 
meaning and only one, but this is an illusion, for a fundamental pre¬ 
requisite of a usable symbol is that it may be used to refer to a 
plurality of objects or events. Even the word “God” is a symbol for 
a great many different conceptions of Deity, and even the unique 
proper name “Jesus Christ” is not a symbol for merely one concept, 
complex as this one concept may be. Scholars make distinctions, for 
example, between the concept of Jesus Christ as presented in the 
Synoptics and that presented in the Gospel of John. Certainly when 
a child speaks of Jesus Christ, his conception is quite different from 
that of a theologian or an average adult Christian. 

These symbols, with all their arbitrariness, dependence upon con¬ 
vention, individual differences of form, and diversities of mean¬ 
ing, are the basic ingredients of a language code, which consists 
of symbols and a system for their arrangement. Such a system again 
involves arbitrariness, but this time in the matter of (1) order of 
arrangement (e.g., in some languages the subject precedes the predi¬ 
cate and in others it follows); and (2) the way in which the relations 
between the symbols are marked—whether, for example, by similar 
affixes or by the order of words. The important thing is that in any 
system the same symbols may be used in many different positions, for 
only in this way can new combinations be produced—and unless we 
can say something we have never heard, we are really only parrots, not 

human beings. 



6o 


Symbols and Their Meaning 


The Limitation of Symbols 

One of the basic facts about symbols is that they are both useful 
and difficult to use; that they both reveal and obscure. On the one 
hand, they reveal truth, for they help us to identify, explore, and inter¬ 
change conceptions; but they also obscure, for they have the perni¬ 
cious tendency to be slippery, never meaning just one thing but 
several things, not standing for a definite object but symbolizing a con¬ 
ception. Since these symbols as the “playthings of the mind” seem to 
stand for reality, we tend to think that they are reality. And in the 
end, we deceive ourselves into thinking that if a person can recite the 
doctrines, then he must assuredly have experienced what these doc¬ 
trines describe. Or it may be that we become very fondly attached to 
some word, and before long we have made an idol of it, even as the 
heathen make idols of wood. Words such as blood , trinity , sanctifi¬ 
cation, authority , infallibility, and immersion have been particularly 
subject to this kind of treatment by various people, who in all sin¬ 
cerity thought that they had found in these words a touchstone of 
truth or a symbol of spiritual reality. Moreover, it has been much 
easier for people to conform verbally than morally. If only the right 
words could equal right beliefs, and if right formulations could guar¬ 
antee right relations with God, then the words would no longer be 
the words of life, but words substituted for life. In fact, the most 
grievous errors and pathetic failures in Christianity have resulted from 
a wrong understanding of its verbal symbols. In general, people have 
been unaware of how these symbols are encoded and decoded by those 
who communicate. 


Encoding and Decoding 

Encoding in speech is so nearly automatic, or so it seems, that we 
even speak of people “talking without thinking.” Actually this never 
happens, except in so far as we apply this phrase to persons having 
certain types of mental disturbance. It is true, however, that the way 
in which we formulate our thoughts into words is so nearly automatic 
that we are scarcely aware of the process. However, the fact that we are 
unaware of what happens does not mean that it is any less complex. 

Actually much is involved, for the way in which we encode our 
thoughts into sentences depends on a great many factors other than 
the nature of the object we may wish to speak about. For example, 
as we speak we inevitably reflect the attitude we have toward the 
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receptor, our feelings with regard to the object we are discussing, our 
general emotional state at the time of speaking, and the purposes of 
the communication, i.e., do we wish merely to describe something, 
or to evaluate it, or to prescribe it for someone else? 

The encoder is of necessity limited to his particular background of 
experience in terms of what he has done and the words with which 
he has become familiar, though, of course, this background com¬ 
prises his total experience and the ways in which he has mentally 
organized and evaluated it. If he is to communicate, he can draw only 
upon these two sources. And in a sense these sources are different in 
some respects for every individual. On the other hand, every speaker 
knows that if he is to communicate successfully with people of other 
backgrounds and language experiences, he must make adjustments. 
First, he must make adaptations in the choice of words. For example, 
if he is an American in London he must speak of the bonnet of a car, 
not the hood; of petrol, not gas; and of Oxford Circus, and not Oxford 
Square, on the analogy of Times Square in New York. Secondly, he 
must be careful of the way in which he puts words together and 
proclaims them, for ponderous oratory is quite out of place in many 
places in the English-speaking world. Failure to adjust to one’s audi¬ 
ence is always the object of humor, well illustrated by the joke told 
about the scholarly British pastor who concluded a point in his sermon 
to a yokel congregation with the statement, “Now, of course, some 
of you may wish to quote Eusebius against me.” 

All successful speakers are aware—in some instances, painfully so 
—of the necessity of adjusting to the background of their audience. 
Even with this awareness, however, there are dangers in encoding, 
since people blindly assume that what they say is a faithful reproduc¬ 
tion of reality, when it is not. In the first place, this encoding of our 
conceptions into a set of symbols has to pass through the grid of our 

own previously stored "experience.” In this connection Gestalt psy¬ 
chologists have shown qnite clearly that we do not perceive reality as 
it actually is. Rather, we reorganize and reinterpret our perceptions as 

they impinge upon us. At times we select one feature and at other 

times another, while overlooking many details. There are instances 
in which we concentrate, so to speak, on the background. At other 
times we see only some special “focus of interest” and the background 
is for all practical purposes nonexistent, as far as our memories of 
events are concerned. Our conceptions must, however, pass through 
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two grids before they can be communicated to others: (1) the grid or 

“screen” of our own accumulated perceptions (including the ways in 
which our minds have organized them) and (2) the grid or "screen” 

of our language. In English, for example, we see objects linguistically 
in terms of singular and plural, while in some languages such a dis¬ 
tinction does not exist. When we speak of events, we normally specify 
whether they are present, past, or future, but in many languages 
these distinctions are secondary to the nature of the event. In Navajo, 
for example, the event is conceived as happening once for all, repeat¬ 
edly, or as completed, not completed, or hoped for. As long as we are 
communicating in one language only, the problems are not so com¬ 
plex. In a sense, however, this is even more dangerous, for under these 
conditions we are even more inclined to consider what we say as a 
faithful “picture” of reality. We assume the complete validity of our 
own perceptions and we take for granted the “logical” nature of our 
linguistic grid, never realizing the extent to which our conceptions are 
distorted by our own observations and further “skewed” by the arbi¬ 
trary character of the language in which we must encode them. 

If, however, the encoder is faced with a problem, then it must be 
evident that the decoder has an even greater problem, since the en¬ 
coder and the decoder are not hooked up like two teletype machines 
matched for one-to-one communication. Moreover, the decoder’s 
mind is not like a telephone exchange, in which an incoming call can 
be automatically switched to the proper circuit. Rather, our minds are 
like some of the huge so-called “thinking machines,” though almost 
infinitely more eomplex; and any impulse, in the form of a word or 
sentence, must not only be decoded in terms of its linguistic forms 
but must also filter through the grid of our own background experi¬ 
ence if we are to have corresponding conceptions. 

The decoder must, of course, adjust his grid so as to take in prop¬ 
erly (i.e., assign proper meaning to) not only the words used but also 
the supplementary features of the communication, e.g., the gestures, 
mannerisms, posture, type of voice, dialectal variants, and style. To do 
so, he needs to know something about the background of the source 
(that is the chief purpose for the introduction of a speaker); for if he 
is to adjust his grid to match that of the encoder, he should have some 
information on how best to interpret the form of the message. 

Successful communication involves a good deal of mutual adjust¬ 
ment, for the source must consider the backgrounds of the audience. 
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and vice versa. Moreover, in the very process of personal communica¬ 
tion there is a good deal of what we may call social “feedback,” to 
borrow a term from electronic engineering. Those in the audience, 
for example, express their reactions by nodding agreement, smiling 
approval, showing boredom, grimacing, hissing, stamping, and cat¬ 
calling. The alert encoder will attempt to adjust his communication 
to the reactions of the audience, but as he does so his auditors in¬ 
stinctively know that he is making allowances for them and their 
attitudes, and hence tend to discount these adjustments. He, in turn, 
knows that they are aware of his attempt to adjust to them and tries 
to make further adjustments to compensate for the extent to which 
they discount his adaptations. Communication thus becomes a two- 
way affair, even though one person is doing all the talking. 

coding is difficult enough for the 
preacher, speaking to a congregation from a cultural background simi¬ 
lar to his own but of many different levels of intelligenc e. However, 
for a person who wishes to speak to an audience from an entirely dif¬ 
ferent subculture, for example, a theology professor speaking to an 
average congregation or for a missionary who has to address persons 
with quite a different cultural heritage from his own, the differences 
in grids and necessary adaptations are enormous, and nothing can be 
taken for granted. It might be assumed that one could translate liter¬ 
ally into Spanish the expression “to receive C hrist,” but in Spanish 
recibir a Cristo does not mean to the average K omaji _Catholic what 
it means to the Protestant missionary. Rather than carrying the sense 
of personal commitment to Jesus Christ, it more often than not means 

of the eucharist.” The experience grids of the 
encoding missionary and the decoding listener are thus so different 
that the two conceptions have only a faint correspondence. 

Information Theory 

In the transmission of a message more than the formal content 
must be considered; there is also the “impact.” Startling new meta¬ 
phors have more impaet than cliches, and a brilliant illustration is 
more dynamic than a dead generalization. These facts have always 
been known, but information theory (often referred to as cybernetics) 
gives us useful insights by which we may describe and evaluate just 
such features. 

The fundamental principle of information theory is that the 
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amount of “information” (here used in a very special sense) carried 
by any item is directly proportionate to its unpredictability. In other 
words, if we can predict the occurrence of a particular word or expres¬ 
sion, then the word carries relatively little “information. 

If, for example, a person is always saying everything is “ 


or impact, 
terrific,” the 

expression carries relatively little “information,” for in this person’s 
speech it is so largely predictable. Similarly, as noted on page 40, in 
classical Greek almost every sentence began with a conjunction. 
Since at least some conjunction is thus predictable, and since in the 
New Testament one usually finds such conjunction as de, “but,” 

kai, “and 

not carry the same amount of “information” as their equivalents in 
English, in which they occur so much less frequently. 

The basic principle of information theory is understood in some 
measure by anyone who takes a course in writing, for one of the first 
things the teacher tries to correct is the tendency to overwork such 
words as thing, object , and matter. Such words are often thought of 
as highly useful, and they are, for they can be used in so many differ¬ 
ent contexts and under so many different circumstances. At the 
same time, this frequency and predictability of occurrence (factors 

which tend to go together) means that though the words have wide 
areas of meaning (i.e., can be used with many referents), they have 
very little dynamic, for they carry little “information.” 

We must remember that in information theory the term “infor¬ 
mation” is not synonymous with meaning, as it is in ordinary usage. 
In fact, if one should quite unpredictably utter some completely 
unexpected nonsense word such as “ skwitchka ,” the “information” 
would be very high, for it would be quite unpredictable, but the 
meaning would be virtually nil. We say “virtually,” for the very occur¬ 
rence of such a "word” in some syntactic arrangement would help us 
to identify it as presumably a verb, noun, adjective, etc., and to that 
extent it would have some meaning. “Information” is not, therefore, 
to be equated with meaning, but to be understood as the dynamic 
impact of a word—the extent to which it stands out in the discourse 
because of its individuality and distinctiveness. 

Though in general we prefer to receive messages characterized by 

a high level of “information,” nevertheless we could not comprehend 
speech too high in “information." The distractions of the situation 
and our own inattention would be so great that in such a message we 


therefore, and gar, for, these conjunctions do 


own 
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would completely lose tract of what was being said. In fact, it has been 
shown that in speech successive sequences are usually about 50 per 
cent predictable, or in terms of information theory about 50 per cent 
“redundant." In the sentence these men want their hats the fact of 

plurality is indicated five times, not only explicitly in these, men, their, 

and hats, but implicitly in want, for a singular subject wonld require 

bwmts. In such a sentence there is considerable technical “redun¬ 
dancy," but it is not eqnivalent to repetition or tautology, for while 
“redundancy” makes possible the predictability of what follows, repe¬ 
tition or tautology merely repeats what has preceded. 

For one engaged in translating the Scriptures the implications of 
information theory are great, since it soon becomes clear that if one 
is to communicate effectively he must not overload the commnnica- 
tion channel. If the translator employs not only lexically strange 
combinations of words, but also rare and unusual grammatical con¬ 
structions, the nnusual character of such a message (i.e., its high un¬ 
predictability) makes it extremely difficult to understand. The same 
is of course true when we undertake to read something prepared for 
specialists, e.g., in symbolic logic, qnantnm physics, biochemistry, or 

ballistics. It may even be that we understand the meanings of all the 
words, at least in certain familiar contexts, but when snch terms are 
nsed in nnfamiliar ways and combined in unfamiliar contexts the 
“informational” load staggers us. We end up by saying that it is 
entirely too deep for ns. What has actnally happened is that the 
communication channel is too heavily loaded for the non specialist. 
We might nnderstand the message if it had been snfficiently “padded 

out" with a certain amount of explanation, nnnecessary for technically 
trained specialists, but obligatory if others are to comprehend it. 

The preacher must face the implications of information theory from 
■ two points of view, j jrst he mnst ma ke sure that he is not using a 

host of stra __ 

unfamiliar with the gospel message will be completely confused. Such 
phrases as “saved by the blood, 

“sanctified by his grace,” and “heirs of the covenant” may carry too 
much “information” and too little meaning to many people who are 
unacqnainted with these combinations of words. Without some un¬ 
derstanding of the background of these terms—that is to say, except 
for some explanation within the sermon or for prior knowledge of 
their implications—many listeners will simply be lost, even as the aver- 
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age person is in reading about nuclear physics. The preacher also runs 
the opposite risk of prodlld 
over expressions which may flow out with incredible monotony and 
sound exceedingly pious. Here the “informational” content is exceed¬ 
ingly low, for after hearing such a preacher a few times one can almost 
predict what he will say on any subject. J 

The significance of this principle of unpredictability and its rela¬ 
tion to the dynamic quality of communication are evident in the 

use of uew translations of the Bible. One of the important reasons 
for the popularity of J. B. Phillips’ translation of the New Testament, 
and especially of the Epistles, is that new and striking expressions 
have been substituted for those which through familiarity no longer 
have the impact they once had. In fact, once someone begins to read 
a familiar passage in the King James Version, many persous can almost 
quote it ahead of him—for them there is complete predictability or 
“redundancy,” and hence little or no impact. However, with a new 
translation, and especially one which uses contemporary language 
and daring idioms, people generally react with keener interest and 

respond with deeper understanding because the “information” has 
been greater. 

One further aspect of information theory must be noted at this 

uamelv . its relev ance to the use of concrete, specific, vo cabular y 
and c onten t in contrast with abstract, generic discourse. In brief, this 
principle may be formulated as, (jThe greater the specifi city of detail 
the greater is the information.” Thus, an account of specific events 
is much less precfictabIe~than generalized observations. The sociologist 
may, for example, write some important descriptions of class differ- 

well documented with statistical findings, but the biographer 
or novelist can take the same fundamental problems and weave all 
the observations into an unpredictable story. That is why we “get 
more out of ’ illustrations than we do from abstract statements, and 
why a picture, which is in many respects the most concrete kind of 
illustration, is sometimes “worth ten thousand words.” It is this 
greater communicative dynamic in timely and homely illustrations 
that makes Jesus Christ’s teachings so absorbing. In a sense he can 
be called the “master communicator,” for he not only spoke the 

language of the people but also framed his teachings in forms which 

have optimum “information value” as well as truth. His words were 
truth with impact. 
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The Nature of Meaning 

Having examined language symbols first in terms of their systematic 
arrangement in a code, and then in the light of their impact or ‘'infor¬ 
mation value/' we must now probe somewhat deeper in order to un¬ 
cover the more elusive nature of language symbols. For one thing, we 
should never be presumptuous about the extent to which we are 
successful in communicating a message. Martin Joos has estimated 
that the most literate and well-informed people rarely understand one 
another more than about 80 per cent. 5 If this figure applies to people 
of the same general background and training in communication (by 
virtue of their education), it is fair to assume that less than half of 
what is said between people of widely different backgrounds and edu¬ 
cational experience is understood in the way intended. Undoubtedly, 
this is true as well for a good many sermons. 

There is, of course, more than one approach to meaning. Even if 
we concern ourselves primarily with the psychological orientation, we 

are still faced with two different possibilities. Of these the older is 
the description of meaning in terms of mental images, a method going 
back as far as Plato. In this way of dealing with meaning the em¬ 
phasis is npon the type of psychological "model” which corresponds 
to the symbol. This approach, however, involves a host of problems, 
for though it is quite easy to have a mental picture of a particular 
friend, how can one have an image of an abstraction such as triangle 
(when there are all sorts of triangles) or a mental "view” of infinity, 
when one cannot picture "nnendingness”? Moreover, this approach 
tends to run down a blind alley, for there is absolutely no way of 
getting at these images or of comparing and testing them. 

Beginning, therefore, largely with Pavlov, the study of meaning 
shifted from a preoccupation with mental images to a concern with 

response to stimuli. Psychologists became less interested in what went 
on inside the brain and more concerned with how people reacted. 
Again, however, this procedure could go only so far, since one does 
not have physically measnrable reactions to highly abstract notions 
such as matter, essence , reality , and the Trinity. Accordingly, psychol¬ 
ogists shifted their descriptions to take into account what they 

called the “response potential” or “behavioral disposition.” 

A somewhat different approach to the meaning of symbols has 
developed among anthropologists and linguists, who are little con¬ 
cerned with what goes on inside people’s minds, but are vitally in- 



Symbols and Their Meaning 


77 


terested in how symbols are used in certain behavioral contexts; in 
other words, how symbols operate as elements in human communica¬ 
tion. They have studied the distribution of symbols (their places of 
occurrence) within the practical context of human behavior and 
within the linguistic context of speech. They have discovered fasci¬ 
nating elements which suggest clues to the meanings of these symbols. 

Actually, in the study of meaning one must combine both psycho¬ 
logical and anthropological-linguistic orientations to meaning, for 
language has a double purpose. It not only symbolizes concepts but 
is also used for the promotion of purposes; that is to say, it has not 
only psychological but also cultural and behavioral functions. 

In trying to understand what meaning is, we can perhaps best 
begin by thinking of a word as starting with a very wide area of 

meaning. For example, the word table can mean scores of things, in¬ 
cluding its various meanings in “table and chairs,” “logarithmic table,” 

table land,” and “to table a motion.” However, in 

the very process of listing these different “meanings” of table, we 
have begun to restrict the meaning to that employed by a particular 
source under specific circumstances. If we can identify the source— 
the person who used a phrase employing the word table —we already 
have a clue to the particular meaning involved. It would usually mak^ 
a difference whether we heard the word table from a janitor, a mathe¬ 
matician, an insurance man, a geographer, or a parliamentarian. More¬ 
over, if we knew the circumstances under which the word was uttered 


actuarial table 


I? 


—whether in the basement of a church, a classroom, a business office, 

or a lodge meeting—we would know what meaning to expect. And 

finally, if we knew the two or three sentences that preceded these 
expressions, there would probably be no doubt as to the meaning 
intended in the particular sentence. That is to say, a word in isolation 
(i.e., without context) begins with a very wide area of meaning, for it 
may occur in many hundreds of situations and may be used as a 
label for scores of objects; but by means of the practical and linguistic 
contexts in which it is used we can “whittle it down” to precisely that 
subarea of meaning which it must have i 

In this process of seeing a word in its various specific contexts, and 
noting the manner in which it is used by participants in the commu¬ 
nication, not only to label objects but also to symbolize their concep¬ 
tions, we recognize that verbal symbols constantly have two basic 
functions: (1) 


any specific utterance. 




referent-function, by which the symbols become a 
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label for some object, event, state of being, or abstraction, and (2) a 

conception-function, that is, a label for, or a stimulus to, a correspond¬ 
ing mental conception. This second aspect of meaning is really the 
important one, since it primarily affects our behavior. It is the con¬ 
ception-function that carries with it all the emotive responses. Expres¬ 
sions such as mother, God , the precious name of Jesus, washed in the 
blood, and marching to Z ion do, of course, possess some referent- 

function; but our response to these words is determined not primarily 

by the referents labeled, but by our emotional responses to the con¬ 
ceptions labeled. When the Psalmist writes, "He shall cover thee 
with his feathers, and under his wings shalt thou trust” (Psalm 91:4) 
and “Thou shalt tread upon the lion and adder” (Psalm 91:15), what 
concerns us is not really the objective referents of the message, namely, 

the "feathers,” "wings,” "lion,” and “adder,” but the fact that 

through the use of these words in these special arrangements we sense 

an emotional response to the claims of divine protection and care. 

The importance of the conception-function in meaning is further 
revealed in the fact that it is in this respect that people really differ. 
Things are things, but what makes us so different one from another is 
the manner in which we conceive of these objects; in other words, 
the ideas we have about them and the way in which we value such 
ideas and their implications. As has often been said, what makes the 
difference between people is not their actnal histories, but what they 
think have been their histories. The conceptions a people hold in 
common are more important for their present behavior than are cer¬ 
tain historical accidents or events in their common background. 

If people are to be made over radically, as in a real revolution, each 
person must undergo a drastic reorganization of his conceptions. To 
accomplish such a reorganization is never easy, however, for we are 
what we think, in the sense of the values we attach to our conceptions, 
and no amount of mere additional information will radically alter 
our emotional responses. If, therefore, a people are to be taught a 
"new way of living,” the revolutionary party mnst do one of two 
things: (1) brainwash the people or (2) control the education of the 
young so thoroughly that the values of the adults cannot be 
passed on effectively to their children. The first procedure is being 
adopted in China; the second is the primary technique in the Soviet 
Union. 

The Chinese people subjected to this procedure have not lost all 
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knowledge of the referents of the words they have known, and many 
of their conceptions have remained unaltered; but the emotional re¬ 
sponses to these conceptions and the values attached to them have 
been drastically altered by a combined pattern of fear, social pressure, 
and subtle suggestion of a kind possibly unparalleled in the history 

of the world. 

In Christianity, conversion involves a somewhat parallel process, in 
that it consists of a radical alteration of one's entire value system. 
Again, for the new convert the referent-functions of his language 
symbols do not change, and most of his conceptions remain essentially 
the same, but his values are completely altered. His worl d, which h as 
been essentially self-centered, becomes God-centered, and thus the 

. -- -r 

things he prized before become so much refuse (Philippians 3:8). 

Meaning and Perception 

In a sense it is quite true that "all thinking begins with seeing. 
By this phrase Langer means that all thinking originates primarily in 
perception, not merely by means of the eyes, but by any and all the 
senses: hearing, smelling, feeling, and tasting, as well as seeing. But 
if thinking begins with perception, it does not stop there, but goes on 
to other levels. As it becomes more and more abstract, meanings 
become less and less "picturable.” In English such terms as reality, 
matter, substance, essence, and ontology are certainly not relatable 
to any easily picturable object, for there are simply no perceptual 
models in the universe for such abstractions. 

A child’s speech begins almost inevitably with the concrete and the 
picturable, and hence the communication to children must be in 
terms of "graphic” vocabulary and concepts. As the person matures he 
acquires greater and greater capacity for abstractions, until as an adult 
he may conceive of trinity, deity, and infinity, for which there are no 
perceptual models in the world in which we live. 

But even adults are essentially “children” in their craving for per¬ 
ceptual models—conceptions which they can “see with the mind,” 
or even better, see with the eyes. Hence they make for themselves 
images, which begin usually as mere models of the real substance, 
but little by little tend to acqnire all the features of the real thing. 
In the same way that dolls may at first be thought of by children 
as just things, but soon are conceived of as having personality, so 
images, which begin as symbols of something else, gradually come to 
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possess the very properties they were once supposed only to model. 
At last they become idols. 

The danger of turning images into idols is, however, no more dan- 

gerous than the constructio n o f false models. For 

Christians have a perceptual model of the Trinity which is really not 
monotheistic but tritheistic. The very use of the phrase “three per¬ 
sons 

personae, “masks,” had in Latin) has helped to promote this view 

of the essential separateness of the three. Accordingly, the model 
most people have in mind is far more one of three-ness than of one¬ 
ness, even to the point of claiming that Jesus in his pity for mankind 
was willing to take the initiative in offering to suffer the wrath of an 
angry God in order to reconcile ns to a vengeful Father. But this is 
a completely false model of what the Scriptnrcs are talking about. 

The Meanings of Words As a Conceptual Map of Experience 
In mentioning earlier in this chapter the fact that verbal symbols 
segment experience, even though in an essentially arbitrary way, wc 
have indicated the fundamental principle nnderlying this occurrence 
of words as a conceptual map of human experience. The only diffi¬ 
culty is that, whereas we can speak figuratively of a map, the actual 
situation is much more complex, for human experience is far from 
being limited to two dimensions. 

The traditional practice has been to describe the totality of human 
experience as a circle in which the various verbal symbols cover the 
entire territory, though often with qnite irregular borders, as shown 
in the accompanying diagram. 


example, many 


(with a very different meaning than the corresponding word 


Several features of this type of diagram need explanation. As we 
have noted, the limits of territory are arbitrary. Furthermore, each 
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area tends to represent, not a homogeneous territory with well-defined 
edges, but clusters or even constellations of meaning, often with a 
clear central vs. peripheral relationship, and frequently with fuzzy 
edges. This type of problem has been a constant source of difficulty 
for Bible interpreters in comparing such related Greek words as 
agapad, philed, and stergo , with their related meanings of “love.” It is 
equally difficult for someone who is trying to evaluate properly such 
a series in English as love, like, appreciate, have affection for, and be 
fond of. Where does one expression leave off in the map of human 
experience and another begin? 

Another aspect that tends to give difficulty is that the conceptual 
map of our experience is not on a single plane. It is actually a many- 
storied structure of great complexity. For example, on a relatively low 
level we may distinguish such objects as mouse, rabbit, fox, wolf, 
opossum, and kangaroo. (We recognize, of course, that there are 
words of even greater specificity on a lower level of analysis.) These 
symbols can be substituted for by such generic terms as rodents , 
canines, and marsupials , while all may be grouped as mammals. As 
we go up the multistoried structure there are words of even greater 
areas of meaning, e.g., animal (which can be used to include man), 
object (which covers the area of thousands of words), and even it. 

The picture of meaning is even more confused by the fact that, 
though a general agreement exists among participants in any speech 
commuuity, there is never an absolute agreement; for people differ from 
one another not only in their pronunciation of words but also in the 
meanings they habitually assign to them. This type of disagreement 
is inevitable, for a person's use of a term is dependent upon his expe¬ 
rience with this symbol in the context of his own life. Since each of 
us differs to some extent in our experiences, conceptions corresponding 
to verbal symbols will inevitably differ. 

Useful as this conceptual map of human experience may be, it is 

only a map and not the territory itself. That is to say, the symbols are 
not substitutes for experience. The tendency has always been to 
assume that if people knew the verbal formulations, that is, if they 
had conceptions about the truth, they would automatically have 
experienced the truth. In other words, ability to recite the doctrines 
was considered proof of having explored the Christian life. This atti¬ 
tude toward symbolism lies at the heart not only of much religious 
hypocrisy but also of the sterility of the spiritual lives 


of many. 
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The Range of Meanings of Words and Groups of Words 
In general, the referent-function and the conception-function of 
verbal symbols are parallel, in that they have corresponding goals. 
For example, the word house has a referent-function, the labeling of 

a particular type of structure, and a conception-function, the labeling 
of a closely corresponding mental notion. But in certain contexts the 
normal and central referent-function and the conception-function of 
the term may not correspond. For example, in the phrase the house of 
David the Scriptures refer not to a type of building, which is the 
central (or more usual) referent of house, but to the lineage of David. 
This means that the conception-function of house in this tvpe of 
context is not parallel with the usual referent-function. The same 

problem applies to the phrase blood of Jesus Christ. The immediate 
referent-function of blood is the physical substance which flows in the 
veins, but as it is used in the Scriptures this phrase in its conception- 
function points to the offering of life (“the life is in the blood”) as 
atonement. 

Another way of describing such figurative expressions is to say that 
the conception-function of such verbal symbols leads one not to the 
immediate, or central, referent but to another conception. Hence, in 
most instances the term cross, as employed in Christianity, signifies, 
not the actual instrument of execution, but the fact of atoning death. 
As such, it becomes a “metaphorical” symbol for the atonement. 

In general, the meaning of a phrase can be determined by adding 
up the meanings of the constituent parts (such phrases may be called 
endocentric). The expression Jesus was baptized by John is such a 
ph rase. On the other hand, many expressions in the Scriptures are 
not so easily understood. In these the meaning is not the sum total 
of the meanings of the parts, but something other than the totality of 
the parts. For example, heap coals of fire on his head does not have 
a conception-function corresponding to the sum total of the coucep- 
tion-fuuctions of each of the parts; for this phrase describes not a 
technique for torturing persons to death (as some Kituba-speaking 
people in the Congo understood it), but a way of making people 
ashamed by beiug good to them. This type of expression may be 

called semantically exocentric, for the meaning of the whole is not 
the sum total of the parts. 

Groups of words have two other quite different areas of meaning, 
namely, the grammatical and the stylistic. When one says The Word 
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was God there is more here than merely the four verbal symbols. There 

is also a grammatical relationship of subject and predicate. More- 

despite the order of the Greek expression, which is the reverse 


over 

of the English, we know that the Word is subject and God is the 
predicate, because in Greek the predicate attributive God does not 
have a definite article. This absence of the article does not mean, 


however, that one can translate “the Word was a God. Moreover, 

the grammatical arrangement of these words, as indicated by the 
very absence of the article, is such that we cannot reverse them, as 
some people mistakenly try to do, saying, “God was the Word.” 

When one considers the totality of grammatical constructions, in¬ 
cluding their interrelations, frequency, and variation, and the selection 
of words and combinations of words, including their mutual compati¬ 
bility and communicative significance, one comes inevitably to deal 
with the meaning of style. And style, for all its elusive character, is of 
the utmost importance in any communication. Sometimes our most 
serious failures to understand a commnnication are due to our reac¬ 


tions to its style. Some people find it very difficult to understand 
traditional translations of the Pauline Epistles, not because Paul’s 

style is so poor in Greek (in fact, it is quite good and relatively plain), 
but becanse when translated literally into English the form becomes 
very heavy, cumbersome, and even misleading. Jf one is to commu¬ 
nicate to a contemporary English-speaking audience some of the 
thrust and incisiveness of Paul’s epistolary style, as well as the equiva¬ 
lent meaning of the message, the stylistic form of the message must 
be changed. 


Comb inat ions nf wnrd«f in volve still another level of symbolization, 

for they may point not only to a series of conceptions which they 

normally symbolize but may also introduce the account of an event 
which in and of itself has a symbolic meaning. The story of the read¬ 
ing of the temple veil in Matthew 27:57 must be understood on two 
levels: (1) the literal meaning of the verbal symbols, which describe 
a sp ecific event, and (2) the symbolic me aning of the event itself, 

Which signified to the disciples of Jesus t 

access to the Father without priestly mediation, since the Lord had 
entered into the spiritual Holy of Holies to make atonement once 

and for all for the sins of his people. 

However, the symbolism of events or of objects may be quite dif¬ 
ferently interpreted in different cultures. Matthew 7:10, “Or if he ask 


now have 
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a fish, will he give him a serpent?” seems absurd to many people in 
Africa, who would often much prefer a serpent to a flesh. If such an 
event is to be interpreted meaningfully to such people, one must use 
the name of an inedible serpent or add some explanation. 


Perspectives of Meaning , Depending upon the 

Participants in Communication 

Up to this point we have described meaning in terms of its refer¬ 
ential and conceptnal values on various levels and in terms of differ¬ 
ent cultural contexts. There is a further essential element in the 
problem of meaning, namely, the perspectives of the participants in 
the communication; for there can be no valid description of meaning 
apart from the ways in which the sonree and the receptor are related 
to the transmission of the message. 

First, however, we must recognize that not all verbal communica¬ 
tion is intended to convey the immediate conceptions implied by the 
verbal symbols. In other words, not all messages are supposed to be 
informative. Many, in fact two many, are primarily expressive rather 
than informative. That is to say, the source is concerned not so 

much with what he says as with giving vent to emotion. In such 
cases the immediate referential and conceptual meanings of the 
words are plainly secondary; what counts is the emotional state 
expressed. In some instances, the result is a flaming harangue; in 
others, it may be a lyric poem which speaks of “purvil of gold,” “tis¬ 
sue of time,” “shreds of Northern Lights,” “fluttering life,” and 
“oblivion’s delight,” while all the time expressing love. 

Nevertheless, despite the difficulties imposed by snch highly meta¬ 
phorical langnage, where the message is purposely obscured in form 
in order to communicate significance in more snbtle or indirect ways, 
all valid communication must involve to some extent an interchange 
between source and receptor. Except in the speech of demeutia the 
source has some intention. However, in the communication of this 
intention through a system of symbols, a number of possibilities exist 
as to the meaning actually communicated. The following list shows 
some of the more important variations: 

1. What does S ( the source ) want R ( the receptor) to under¬ 
stand by M (the message ) ? This is the most generally accepted 
definition of meaning in communication. 
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What does R understand by M? Obviously, the receptor often 

misunderstands the intention of S. For example, the words of 

the communion Drink ye all of it are often understood to mean 

an admonition to consume all of the wine, or grape juice, in the 

cup, rather than a plea for all to participate. 

What ought S to have meant by M if he is to be in accord with 

the general concept rather than with his own particular con - 
ceptions? A source may use verbal symbols in ways which are 
not in accordance with general usage; hence he may be mis¬ 
understood. 

4. What ought R to have understood by M if he is to be in accord 

with the general concept rather than with his own individual 
conceptions? 

5. What do authorities in circumstances later than the original 

communication say that S wanted R to understand by M? Ab¬ 
solute knowledge is here impossible, for it is impossible to recon¬ 
struct all the details of the communicative event, but lawyers, 
students of literature, the scribes of the Pharisees, and professors 

of theology have all been specially trained in this interpretation 
and determination of meaning. 

6. What do authorities in circumstances later than the original 

communication say that M ought to mean to R, quite apart 
from what S may have intended? Here can be treated the exposi¬ 
tion of the “holy kiss” and “tongues” in our present-day 
churches and the meaning of the Constitution of the United 
States for present-day American life. Few Biblical expositors 
interpret Paul's admonition of the holy kiss as immediately ap¬ 
plicable to our congregations. And the judges of the Supreme 
Court know qnite well that their interpretations have for many 
years gone far beyond what the founding fathers intended— 
though not necessarily different from what some of them would 
have prescribed were they living today. 

There are, of course, other possibilities of meaning, e.g., What R 

thinks S wanted R to understand by M or What S imagines R to 
understand by M. 

In view of the complex natnre of meaning itself and the equally 
complicated interrelations between sources and receptors, perhaps it 

is not too difficult to see how a high measnre of misunderstanding 
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arises. In fact, it is quite remarkable that we do not misunderstand 
each other more often than we do. 


The Problem of Meaning through the Centuries 

It would be wrong for us to assume that only contemporary people 
have become aware of the problem of language and meaning or of 
the relationship of words to the objects they label. In fact, a fascinat¬ 
ing insight {to which we shall refer again in the final chapter) is to be 
found in Genesis 2:19, where Adam is described as giving names to 
all the beasts and every living creatnre. 

The Greek philosophers before Socrates, especially Parmenides and 
Heraclitus, also wrestled with these problems, but for the most part 
they postulated a more or less natural connection between the concep¬ 
tual functions of the symbol and the object to which it applied. With 
Plato, reflecting the views of Socrates, the problem of language looms 
very large. In his dialogue entitled Cratylus he discusses at consider¬ 
able length whether words are essentially logical in their structure 
and etymology or whether they are arbitrary conveutions of man. 
Plato concludes that they are only labels and not reflections of in¬ 
herent values or divine revelation. Aristotle developed the use of lan¬ 
guage as an instrument for the classification of experience and used 
it admirably to this end. Descartes in the seventeenth century clearly 
divided the inner world of sense from the outer world of phenomena 
and thus inaugurated a running debate among philosophers. For the 
next two centnries they would struggle with the central problem of 

epistemology, “How can one know?” 

This concern for uniting the worlds of thought and of perception 
was renounced by the logical positivists, who during the last genera¬ 
tion have been insisting more and more that the old arguments about 
meaning are irrelevant. Facts are facts, so they say, and the very fact 
that we can construct whole systems of symbols (e.g., mathematics) 
which have admirable utility in the practical world should assure us 
that all our hesitation about using verbal symbols as labels of reality 
is overdone. The existentialists would cut the Gordian knot in an¬ 
other way. They would fuse the past and the future, the subjective 
and the objective, in somewhat the same way as the pre-Socratic phi¬ 
losophers. However, they do so with much greater sophistication, 
putting human “awareness” in the crucible of the here and now, in 
which verbal symbols constitute man’s most important keys to under- 
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standing and at the same time his greatest obstacle to true knowl¬ 
edge. 

The modern approach to symbolism has thus largely swept aside 
the questions our grandparents asked. It has insisted rather that 
symbols be studied in terms of how they function in behavior. In one 
way or another, man is sidestepping questions about ultimate reality 
while he investigates how this amazing reality of the universe actually 
functions in the areas he can study and describe. He is content to 
recognize that symbols represent only certain selected phases of nature 
and society, and never the totality of reality, for “an essential dis¬ 
tinction between language and experience is that language separates 
out from the living matrix little bundles and freezes them’' into 

verbal symbols. 7 


The Restructuring of Meaning 

When communication takes place between sources and receptors 
who have different cultural backgrounds, one must expect a high 
degree of restructuring of meaning. That is to say, whatever concepts 
are communicated are reinterpreted in terms of the total conceptual 
framework of the different context. People do not leave such con¬ 
ceptions floating about in their minds, unrelated to their total con¬ 
ceptual map of experience. People simply have to fit their ideas 
together into a whole or suffer the corrosive effects of neurotic ten- 
sious. Therefore, any new idea must be accommodated to the old, or 
the old must be modified to fit the new. And in most instances both 
the new and the old are changed. 

The Shipibos of Peru 8 have an abundance of “How it came to be” 
stories, and they are constantly on the lookout for any further “mytho¬ 
logical" explanations of the world around them. Accordingly, when 
they heard the story of the Gerasene demoniacs and how the evil 
spirits were sent off into the swine, who forthwith dashed down a 
cliff into the waters of the lake, they immediately decided that they 
had an explanation of the origin of dolphins, which they called cus¬ 
tomarily in their own language “water demons.” The whole point of 
the Biblical story was lost, as far as the Shipibos were concerned, for 
they were much more interested in the presumed origin of dolphins 
than in what happened to the demoniacs. Similarly, when they heard 
the parable of the laborers in the vineyard, they interpreted the 
events as meaning that Jesus had established the feudal patron sys- 
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tem and also confirmed the working day as being twelve hours long. 

In the Kaka region of the Cameroun the Christian communion 
was restructured in terms of the Kaka conceptual world, for, in Kaka 
life, eating with a person is a way of solemnizing a reconciliation. 
Hence, in communion one is symbolizing this reconciliation with 
Ndjambie, “God." This conception is strengthened by the fact that 

when church members sin and are then excluded from church fellow¬ 
ship for a time, a symbol of their readmission into the congregation is 
their admission to participation in the communion. The Biblical 
concept of celebrating a covenant relationship by means of the com¬ 
mon meal is quite foreign to Kaka Christians; it simply does not fit 
into the indigenous conceptual view of the world. 

A single symbol does not necessarily have the same conceptual 

meaning throughout the history of a particular society or institution. 
Jesus Christ, for example, is symbolized by the early church as a 
man—the revelation of the personality of God and one who in full 
vigor leads the church to victory over its totalitarian enemies. After 

the institutional church had become victorious, there was a tendency 

* ; 

to shift this symbol. Jesus Christ was then pictured more and more 
as the infant child, needing the protection of his Mother, in this case 
the earthly ecclesiastical guardianship of the divine personality. 9 It 
was only in the Reformation that the idea of the manhood of Jesus 
Christ was recaptured. 

When the total conceptual structures of source and receptor differ, 
it is only to be expected that communication will involve an entire 
range of restructuring; for the parts fit into quite different confignra- 
tions, even when the two systems have much in common. In Spanish¬ 
speaking Latin America, such words as confesion, “confession,” santo, 
“saint,” and Maria , “Mary” have quite different conceptual values to 
Roman Catholics and to Protestants. These three words mean to 
Roman Catholics confession to a priest, images in the church, and a 
divine protectress, respectively. To Protestants they mean confession 
of guilt in prayer to God, Biblical heroes of the faith, and an honored 

person. A Roman Catholic who fails to nnderstand the communica¬ 
tion of an Evangelical friend is not being stubborn or perverse; he 
simply has to fit ideas into his own strnctural framework. The same is 
true of the Protestant. To a greater or lesser degree, this same difficulty 
must be expected whenever communication across cultures is at¬ 
tempted. 
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Fundamental Facts about the Meanings of Words 
The result of all we have said up to this point about the meanings 
of verbal symbols may be summarized in three statements about 
semantic correspondence: 

No two people ever mean exactly the same by the same word. 

2. No two words in any one language ever have exactly the same 

meaning. 

3. No two words in any two languages ever have exactly the same 
meaning. 

These statements may seem to be abnormally dogmatic, even highly 
pessimistic, for the possibilities of any communication. We need to 
examine them more fully. 

If, as we have noted (pp. 35-42), the meaning of a word for any 
person is dependent upon his experience (both practical and lin¬ 
guistic) then it follows that the meanings must be different for any 
two people, because no two people ever have the same identical 
experiences. This fact is granted readily in such expressions as dicta¬ 
tor , communion, free love, desegregation, but it is usually considered 
far-fetched to insist that it applies to such a common word as apple. 
Yet it does. For example, the word apple has for me personally a very 
special “meaning.” I associate apples with my grandfather, whom I 
admired greatly, and who years ago had a large apple orchard in 
Idaho, where I visited as a child and there ate with him some of the 
best apples I’ve ever had. The word apple thus to me means some¬ 
thing quite different from what it means to other people, who have 
not had these particular experiences. 

That no two words in any language ever mean exactly the same 

thing seems to be denied by our popular understanding of “synonym,” 
for we assume that all of Roget’s lists of synonyms are sets of words 
which have identical meanings. This, however, is far from being the 
ease. Synonyms can, of course, substitute for one another in some 
contexts, often quite limited, but they are in no sense identical. For 
example, one may speak of a peace conference, but not a tranquillity 
conference, even though peace and tranquillity are generally regarded 

synonyms. Similarly, though high and tall are listed as synonyms 
one does not say high tale and tall ball , even though he 
ball (or highball ) and tall tale. 

The fact that no two words in any two languages ever have ex¬ 
actly the same meaning is often readily granted for the more complex 
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or abstract words, such as “love,” "hope,” “faith,” and salvation,” 
but is almost as vigorously denied for such simple words as cat and 
bird. Nevertheless, these words likewise are not identical in different 
lauguages. Iu Spanish, for example, goto, “cat,” has no correspondence 
with English hepcat, while for English bird there are two Spanish 
words: ave and pajaro . The first is a poetic equivalent, and pajaro not 
only means bird, in common language, but is also widely used as a 
name for a male homosexual, what we in English call a fairy. 

The upshot of all this is that absolute communication is impossible, 
for though a most rigorous semantic practice may reduce the essential 
ambiguity of language, 10 such techniques cannot abolish the basic 
lack of correspondence in meaning. Not only are the conceptual maps 
of experience different as one goes from one speaker to another, and 
even more as one goes from one culture to another; but no verbal 
symbol can be completely understood without reference to the areas 
of meanings of other related symbols. Not only are the specific parts 
noncommensnrate, but also the systems do not match. 
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The Possibility of Effective Communication 
Even though absolute communication is not possible, nevertheless, 
effective communication is always possible, even between persons of 
different cultural backgrounds. There are three principal reasons for 
this fact: (i) the processes of human reasoning are essentially the 
same, irrespective of cultural diversity; (2) all peoples have a common 
range of human experience, and (3) all peoples possess the capacity 
for at least some adjustment to the symbolic “grids” of others. 
There was a time when the ideas of Levy-Bruhl and others about 

the “prelogical” thinking of primitive peoples were taken seriously, 
and it was assumed that the minds of so-called primitives operated in 
ways essentially different from our own. In contrast to this, Kluckholm 

summarizes the contemporary view as follows: 

In a certain deep sense the logic (which means the modes of inter¬ 
preting relationships between phenomena) of all members of the human 

species is the same. The differences in thinking and reacting arise from 
the value premises and existential conceptions about the nature of the 
external world and of human nature. 11 

In other words, the fundamental processes of reasoning of all 

peoples are essentially the same, but the premises on which such 
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reasoning rests and the basic categories that influence the judgment 
of different peoples are somewhat different. When, for example, a 
Kaka comes out with very different ideas about God from those a 
Christian has, one must remember that the Kaka begins with God as 
"spider,” not as “Father.” His reasoning about the nature of the 
spider—its ingenious ability to construct, its powerful poison, and 
its mysterious habits of life—is worthy of the best minds, given the 
same ideas about the world and the same outlook upon it that the 
Kaka holds. The fact that his “theology” is inferior to the Christian's 

is the result of having begun his judgment of reality with quite dif¬ 
ferent presuppositions. Men diffe r, th eref ore, not so much in their 

■ 

reasoning powers as in their starting points. 

During a devotional period after breakfast a missionary in Yucatan 
was trying to explain to an Indian servant what it meant to possess 
the Spirit of God—in itself a highly complex concept. He attempted 
to put his point across by saying, “If the Spirit of God enters into 
your heart, what do you have in your heart?” To which the woman 
answered, “I do not know.” (After all, she was not used to thinking 
in terms of spirits in her heart.) The missionary then tried to make 
his point by picking up a glass from the breakfast table and asking 
the woman, “If I put water in this glass, what would I have in it?” To 

which the woman replied, “Milk!” At first the missionary was dis¬ 
mayed at what seemed to be a failure in the most elementary logic. 
A guest who was present reminded him that each morning at breakfast 
he, the missionary, had put some powdered milk into the glass, where¬ 
upon the servant woman had been asked to pour in some water. The 
result was not water, but milk. The earlier misunderstanding between 
missionary' and servant was not the result of differences in logical 
processes of reasoning, but in what the two had started with: he with 

empty glass and she with one having powdered milk in it. When¬ 
ever two persons fail to communicate effectively, it is not necessarily 
because of any superiority or inferiority of reasoning processes, but 
rather because the two begin with different presuppositions. It is 
because of these differing basic assumptions that discussions often 
leave people further apart rather than closer together. 

The second basic reason for the possibility of effective 

eoples have similar bnmar 

All peoples, for example, must make provision for such physical needs 

food, clothing, shelter, and protection. In other words, they must 
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manage to survive in their physical environment. They must also 
adjust to one another, and though the resulting forms of social cul¬ 
ture may be very different, the same elemental features are present, 
namely, mutual responsibility, interdependence, and sanctions for 
behavior, whether on a family, tribal, or national level. Similarly, all 

peoples relate themselves to certain aspects of the supernatural. They 
may not believe in God, or even in gods, but they have some heliefs 
in the supernatural and they engage in rites aimed at communication 
with the supernatural. In addition, all peoples express themselves in 
certain esthetic media, e.g., plastic or pictorial art, music, dance, and 
drama. In view of these similar areas of human experience, all peoples 
can communicate effectively within a wide range of activity and 

symbolism. 

Similarity in thought processes and areas of human behavior 
would, however, not be sufficient for effective communication unless 


people also possessed the capacity for mutual adjustment, including 


j ze diffe rences and identify correspondences. This 

ability is perhaps best illustrated by whaftakes place when we listen 
to someone who speaks with a so-called “heavy accent.” At first, it 
may be quite difficult for us to understand such a person; but after a 
short while (the length of time depends upon the degree of differ¬ 
ence and our own experience in making such adjustments), we hegin 
to understand what he is saying with much greater ease, often to the 
point of forgetting that he speaks with an accent. What we do is to 
adjust the “grid” of our own intake to acoustic impressions (the 
sounds, words, and grammatical forms), so as to make an identifica¬ 
tion between our own patterns and his. The forms do not become 
progressively more identical with ours; rather our understanding of 
them becomes more “equational.” It is not he who changes, but 
who make the adjustment. 

What happens on a largely unconscious level in listening to others 
speak can be duplicated on a conscious level in understanding all 
modes of behavior, including gestures, posture, type of clothing, and 

mannerisms. Before adolescence the child generally adapts uncon¬ 
sciously to the patterns of behavior transmitted in an implicit way in 
the culture. Thus any normal child, irrespective of ethnic background, 
can become a thoroughly integrated member of any society, provided, 

of course, he is treated as a member of that society. Even after later 
adolescence, when such capacities of adjustment seem to be more 
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nearly “frozen,” one can nevertheless continue to adapt, and whether 
consciously or unconsciously, see things from another’s point of view. 
Some persons who have lived abroad for a number of years find, that 

they actually feel more at home in a foreign country than in their 
own. In most instances this means that they have adjusted their “grid” 
so successfully that they feel more at home with the grid in its “for¬ 
eign position” than in its “home position.” 

Because of the vast differences among peoples and languages, a 
person may not always be able to communicate accurately or pre¬ 
cisely. However, he can always, if he will only make the necessary 
adjustment, communicate effectively. The story of how this can be 
done, whether within or between cultures, is the theme of the remain¬ 
ing chapters. 
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CHAPTER 5 


Communication and Social 
Structure 


Therefore its name was called Babel, be¬ 
cause there the Lord confused the language of 
all the earth; and from there the Lord scattered 
them abroad over the face of all the earth . 

—Genesis 11:9 


Communication never takes place in a social vacuum, but always 
between individnals who are part of a total social context. These 
participants in the communicative event stand in a definite relation¬ 
ship to each other; for example, as boss to employee, son to father, 
policeman to offender, and child to baby-sitter. Moreover, in every 
society there are definite rnles about what types of people say what 
kinds of things to certain classes of persons. On the other hand, what 
is quite proper for one class to say may be unbecoming for another, 
and even the same remarks from different persons may be quite dif¬ 
ferently interpreted. The same behavior interpreted as offensive arro¬ 
gance in an underling may be considered charming insouciance on 
the part of the boss, and what is squirming subservience in the lower 
middle class may be interpreted as lovable modesty in the upper 
class. 1 Whatever different classes of people say is inevitably influenced 
by their respective positions in society. For man is more than an in¬ 
dividual; he is a member of a very large “family/' whether clan, 
tribe, or nation, and there are always important, though usually un¬ 
formulated, rules that apply to all interpersonal communication. 

This aspect of communication within the social structure is particu¬ 
larly important from the religious point of view. For wherever there 
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arc tribal or national gods, these deities inevitably occupy special 
positions of importance in the social structure, either as mythical 
ancestors or as guardians of the social patterns and mores of the 
people. One thing is sure, these deities can usually be depended upon 
to conserve the status quo and in this way help to regulate the tradi¬ 
tional relations between people. For this reason religion is always in 
opposition to anv breach with the past, any breaking away of individ¬ 
uals from the “faith,” and any presumed undermining of the prestige 
of traditional leadership. More often than not, a new convert to 
Christianity in a predominantly pagan society will feel very much like 
one Ilopi Indian who returned to his own village after having been 
away at school, where he had been baptized a Christian. The first 
day of his return, when all the villagers went off to a dance and left 
him sitting in the shadow of the mission wall, he felt, as he described 
it later, “like a man without a country.” 

Unfortunately, some missionary approaches to non-Christians have 

involved the creation of a Christian caste or subculture. Almost un¬ 
consciously some well-meaning missionaries in India, before that 
nation's independence, felt that new converts, in order to become 
truly Christian and remain faithful to their new stand, needed full 
identification with the missionaries and the foreign community. But 
the result in some instances was the development of a wholly artificial, 
“hothouse” environment, where Christian converts might be pro¬ 
tected, but could never really grow. In a sense (in terms of our dia¬ 
grams in Chapter 3) they were being taught to be square pegs in 

round holes. 

Well-intentioned missionary work has sometimes failed to commu¬ 
nicate the gospel because the source adopted a role completely incom¬ 
patible with any effective i 

one mission to Indians in South America the role of the communica¬ 
tors is that of a rich landowne r. Such a person 
deal on the basis of his prestige. He cannot, however, effectively relate 
the Good News to the people he seeks to reach because the roles of 
the participants in communication block effective understanding. 
These missionaries have unselfishly done much for the people, but 
they have never been able to do anything with the people. Given the 
roles of landowner and peon, there is never a two-way traffic of mean¬ 
ingful communication about the real issues of life, and without two- 
way communication there can be no identification. 
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Types of Social Structures 

Social structures, together with the networks of communication they 
represent, are very diverse. We shall attempt neither a detailed analy¬ 
sis of all the various types of social structures nor a discussion of the 
many factors that give rise to different patterns of social life. Here we 
are concerned only with a particular aspect of social structure— 
namely, that which is significant in terms of interpersonal communi¬ 
cation. For this purpose two primary types of distinctions, intersect¬ 
ing on varions levels, may be distinguished. First, wc must distinguish 

or so-called ^metropolitan” soci et yj and the 

'. Second, we must 
analyze these types of structure in terms of thejr homogeneous or 
heterogeneous character. The urban society is characteristic of the 
typical city dweller in large urban centers, whether in New York, Lou¬ 
don, or Calcutta, and the rural society is characteristic of the peasant 
community, whether it is an Indian village near Mexico City or a 
mountain hamlet in northern Thailand. 
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By a homogeneous society we mean 


or all the 


p eople participate in the comm on life jn m ore, or less the same way. 
Such groups may have class differences and distinctions of leadership 
and positions of authority, but the society is nevertheless an inte¬ 
grated whole, sharing much the same system of values; it is not 
merely an aggregate of subcultures which operate along quite differ¬ 
ent lines. Sweden, for example, may be. regarded as a more or less 
homogeneous society, in contrast to the/Unite^l States) with its large, 

egrccs of ‘assimilatio n.” It may 

be contrasted also with a country like Peru, which maintaius an Ibero- 

American culture in its cities, but has a distinctly different culture 

in the villages of the altiplano and the eastern jungle. 

In addition to these major distinctions, we must take account of: 

Ups, of which there are relatively few left 
in the world, living in almost complete isolation from civilization; 
and (£2) t ransitional g roups, which were quite primitive up to the end 
of the last century but are now in process of being transformed into 
dependent.f olk s ocieties. A high proportion of tribal people i 
India, and Southeast Asia are now in this transitional class. As far as 

their communication networks are concerned, they are to be classed 
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in Africa 


as face-to-face and homogeneous. 
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■ Diagrammatic Models of Social Structure 
In order to understand more clearly certain of the essential features 

of social structure, it is convenient to diagram such social patterns, 
using as a general base an "inverted” diamond jewel shape. 
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Upper 


Middle 


Lower 


In this generalized and schematic diagram we indicate not only the 
relative positions and sizes of the different classes—npper, middle, and 
lower—but also something of the total configuration. This configura¬ 
tion suggests that the upper class tapers off into a relatively limited 
number of top leaders and that the lower class tapers in at the 
bottom, reflecting the fact that the lowest of the low class (which 
might be called 


section of the popnlation) are generally 
fewer in number than are those somewhat higher in the social 


structure. 

We have arbitrarily chosen to represent social structure in three 
classes. In some societies, however, one must recognize four, five, six, 
or even more classes. In such a case it is customary to speak of such 
distinction as upper upper, lower upper, upper middle, lower middleJ 
upper lower, and lower lower. Haitian society, for example, can be 
described as having five principal classes. The elite, who constitute 
the upper class, are divided into two gronps, called "first-class elite” 

and “second-class elite.” The middle class, a relatively small group, is 

growing rapidly. The lower class is divided into (1) an upper-lower 

class consisting of the better-to-do tradesmen and farmers who own 
their own land, and (2) an indigent class who eke out a bare existence 
as tenant farmers and common laborers. 

It would be wrong, however, to leave the impression that all soci¬ 
eties have approximately the generalized structure, even within the 
diagrammatic framework we are using. The truth of the matter is 
that societies differ radically in structural configuration, so that one 
could describe diagrammatically certain of the over-all “impression¬ 
istic” features of certain societies in the following contrastive man¬ 
ner: 
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Haiti 


Mexico 


Denmark 


Upper 


Upper 


Upper 


Middle 


Middle 


Middle 


Lower 


Lower 


The forms of these diagrams are not based upon statistical data, for 
such data are not available in terms of class criteria. They are obvi¬ 
ously impressionistic, but very useful. 

It should be noted, for example, that in Haitian society the upper 
class constitutes a very narrow, stratified group, while the society 
almost bulges at the base. In the diagram of Denmark, the upper 
class does not tower proportionately so much above the rest of the 
structure, the middle class is rather large, and the lower tapers off to 
a very restricted indigent base. Mexico, on the other hand, represents 
a somewhat more “typical” structure, with a growing middle class, a 
somewhat attenuated upper class, and the bulk of the society in the 
lower class, though not with the proportionately heavy concentration 

at the bottom that characterizes Haiti. 

Class differences in any society are based, not on a single criterion, 
but oTTa number of factors which usually combine to determine social 
position. These factors include such qualities and possessions as money, 
her itage , education, leadership ability, and special talents, for example, 
in act ing , musi c, art, and oratory. Societies differ, of course, as to the 
value they place on one or another of these factors, and on different 
levels the criteria shift in importance. For example, for the determi¬ 
nation of higher class status one finds that in Haiti family connec¬ 
tions are exceedingly important; they are followed in weight hy money 
and education. Inf Denmark 
accomplishments are highly important. In 
what higher than education, provided on 

nections. For middle-class membership i n Ha iti, _ money frfir p nr> - 
cipal criterion; in Denmark, it is education and personal ability, with 
financial rewards regarded as more or less inevitable consequences of 
the requisite education and ability; and in Mexico, money is again 
the principal criterion, with education recognized as an essential ac¬ 
companying feature. For lower-class status the lack of money, educa¬ 
tion, and special gifts are generally definitive. 


one’s fa mily ji eritape and intellectual 

~ 'exidb money rates some- 
has the right family con- 
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Communication within Social Structures 


The significance of social structure for communication can be 

summarized in two basic principles: (lj 
with people of their own class; that is, interpersonal communication 
of a reciprocal nature is essentially horizontal; and (2) prestigeful 
communication desce nds f rom the upper classes to the lower classes, 

• • ■ Ih" W ^ 1 ^ ■" ■■ m ^ 

ilv in one direction and 


communicate more 


eo 


and this vertical 


to be principally between adjacent groups. 


tends 

Truly effective commuuication, however, is not unidirectional. 


There must be reciprocity in communication (which we may call 
“social feedback”), or the results may be unsatisfactory. In war, for 
example, the general must know not only how to give orders to the 
troops; he must also know precisely how the troops are faring, or his 
orders arc likely to result in bungling tragedies, as in the collapse of 
France in World War II. As a general must know where the men are 
and the type of resistance they are meeting, so in all types of organiza- 
tional communication iu which there is centralized source of com¬ 


munication, orders must go out, but information must be fed back 
continuously. It is interesting that organization and management 
engiueers have discovered that, though the system of communication 
is usually well developed from headquarters to the front, or from the 
boss down to the man at the lathe, the reverse system of communica¬ 
tion, whether in the military or in business, is often quite lacking, 
with resultant military fiascoes and bad labor relations. 

Both in the ministry and in missionary work it is usual for the 
religious professional to do most of the talking. Too often the minis¬ 
ter or mission ary rega rds himself so lely as jnter 
message from God, and hence not 
feedback which should come from - the congregation 

■■ ■_ -I _ — ■ ■ -i v . -i ■ - — _ 

forth to tell people the truth, not to listen to other people’s ideas 
about the truth. If this attitude is pushed to 

inevitably will become irrelevant Even though it may be true, it 

does not reach its receptor, for the “ master of th e household” does not 


superior 

aware of or dependent upon the 

. He has gone 


extreme, the message 


an 


know th e conditions under w hich the servants live and work. And 


even if he does know, his communication will be immeasurably 
strengthened provided those to whom he speaks are convinced of the 
fact that he knows and understands. 


One reason for misjudging the harm done by the downward type 
of one-way communication is that we do not see its manifest effects. 
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But when, for example, an African insists on wearing a heavy, cum¬ 
bersome overcoat on a hot day, simply to demonstrate that he has 
received such a coat from a white official and thereby has gained 
some measure of local status, it should be evident to the observer that 
what comes down from the top carries a tremendous amount of pres¬ 
tige. When African women insist on using a bottle to feed their babies, 
while their painfnl breasts drip with milk, they are demonstrating 
their determination to gain status hy following the heavily valued 
prestige patterns of the higher social classes. In some instances, how¬ 
ever, lower-class individuals have a surprisingly important influence on 
u pper-class person s^ 

roles are in a sense reversed. For example,'in upper-class homes of 

some urban societies it often happens^that lower-class women are 
hired to nurse and care for the chtfaren. Not infrequently their at¬ 
tachment__ 

are such that these women tr 

O f lower-class society, tofigmer jyjth a host of coucept s accepted pri- 'f 
marily by the lower cla^se^) e.g., bogies, ghosts, and magical penalties 

tor disobedience. 2 
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d the children’s dependence upon them 
frrfsmit to their cha rges many ba sic values 


The Communication Patterns in 
Totalitarian and Democratic States 

In a totalitaria n society the predominant patterns of communica¬ 
tion may be diagrammed as follows: 


T he vertical c ommunication line represents the o rders of the ruling 
claSs , particularly the “party line” and the “accepted doctrines. 
Often there is considerablelarit^h; f° r ho rizon ta l communicatio n, 

especially in matters regarded as peripheral or as 
the accepted body of truth; but always there is a core of beliefs and 

doctrines which must not be challenged—books which must not be 

read, and ideas which must not be voiced or even thought. The two 


not conflicting with 
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principal totalitarian structures in our contemporary world. Com¬ 
munism and Roman Catholicism, share a number of these character¬ 
istics. 

It must be recognized, of course, that there is communication from 
the masses to their leaders, for the demand for consumer goods in the 
Communist world and the popularity of Mariolatry in Roman Catholi¬ 
cism do undoubtedly reflect sentiments that come from the people. 
However, in totalitarian syste ms the mechanism s for co mmunication 
from the lower to the_upper!evels are.not institutionalized. There are 
seldom any consnmer surveys 

to obtain effective representational or random sampling of opinion in 
order to incorporate effectively such “feedback” information into the 
communicative system. 

In a democr atic state, communication is institution ally developed 
as a reciprocal interchange on both the horizon t al and vertical axes: 
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market studies, ana few attempts 


or 


Such a system of communication of course requires a more equali- 

tarian structure, not necessarily in terms of social status, but in terms 

more 


of rights and privileges . The democratic leadership must be 
responsive to the communications rising from the people, for the 
people have an effective means of expressing opinion. Furthermore, 
since the structure is numerically weighted in their favor, they can con¬ 
trol the leadership if they are organized. When control is taken over 

under irresponsible leadership, as sometimes happens in democratic 
systems, demogoguery is the result, 

For the most part Protestant churches are or ganized along the lines 

of a dcmocratlC-Society, for though the pastor speaks as the repre-J 

sentative of God in his prophetic ministry, it is usually the congrega¬ 
tion or the church that calls the pastor, pays his salary, and owns the 
property. The laymen of the church ate not just “adherents” to the 
church, as in the Roman Catholic system; rather, they constitute 
integral part of the corporate structure. 


an 
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Communicative Approach to Urban Society 
The importance of distinguishing between totalitarian and demo¬ 
cratic social systems is that in commnnicative approaches to various 
societies there have been, in the recent past, three m ain types of 
orientation- These can be called generallyRoman Catholic.’HS 

munist, ana Protestant, though one must immediately raise a caution 
[against a tendency to identify 
dar iustitutional structure. Nevertheless, these distinctions, as we shall 
see, reflect in general the manner in which for the most part Roman 
Catholics, Communists, and Protestants have set out to influence 


om- 


missionary approach” with a particu- 


significantly the social structures. 

man Catholic approach to a new society, primary con- 

side ration has usually been given to the upper class, though a number 

of instances can be cited in which a broad segment of the society has 
been approached. The tendency , however, has been for the .Roman 

C hurch to ident ify itse lf with the l eadership of the society and 


In the 


it to influence thedower classes. In exchang e f or partner ship 

in controlling the societv.(th e Church always pro yides_the upper class 
with m any benefits? including the best professional religious services 
and facilities for the education of children. Moreover, the leadership 

of the Church is generally drawn from the upper class. (The present 

Pope John XXIII is a notable exception.) 

The typical Roman Catholic approach may be schematically dia¬ 
grammed as follows: 


e 

> 




Segment of 

Concentrate n 


Upper 

/ I Middle 


lower 


The shaded area indicates the class with which the Church has pri¬ 
marily identified itself, and the arrows indicate both the direction of 
control (downward) and the pressures of opposition (upward). 

In Latin America, where the Roman Church has traditionally 
dominated the social and political structure of society, most of the 
opposition to the joint control of society by the upper class and 
the clergy comes from members of the upper-middle class, who 
the coalition of the rich landed aristocracy and the Church a threat to 


see in 
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their ambition to improve their status. Hence, th warted middle-c lass 
leaders often compete for the loyalties of 
(he more aggressive elements of the 

oFrevolutions Have from time to time overthrown clerical control. 
SucTTa revolution has occurred at one time or another in all the inde¬ 


the lower classes, especially 

1 ■ ■ • - | ••• a J ■ ■ • | a ^ a ^ 

upper-lower class, and by means 
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pendent Roman Catholic countries of Latin America. However, it has 
often happened that after winning the revolution the leaders of liberal 
movements have failed to reorganize society with a new set of values. 
Because of the resulting vaenum, the Church has consistently returned, 
though usually not with the same degree of control, and often making 
a broader appeal to the masses who deserted their earlier masters. 

technique in approaching a society is to draw out 

lower- 


The 


a segment from the middle and lower classes, usua 
mi ddle clas s and the upper-lower class. In this segment there is usually 
a small nucleus of frustrated - midale-ctass" intellectuals; who may have 


been thwarted in their attempts at social dumbing or who represent 
minority group disabilities. These intellectuals-'then combine with 
the economically, socially, or politicall 
elements and by revoluti 
class^nust then 


anch ised lower-class 


the l eader ship. Th^for 


me 


Icjmdated- either by confiscation to destroy its 
y phys ica l d estruction, or b y brainwashin g. The 


economic power, or 
main features of this development may be diagrammed as follows: 


VI 


f * 


Upper * 

V Middle 




Lower 


Having taken over leadership, the new upper class of party members 

and certain technicians then establish a hea 


_barrier between them¬ 
selves and the middle classes. Leadership is not - recruited from the 

middle classes {except in so far as certain experts may work for the 

state); the decisions and the c ontrol o f communic ation continue to 

be exerted bya n £ljt_£ drawing its membership from the lower-mid dle 

and uppetloiyer classes. For example, in East Germany during the 
last few years the often brilliant sons of professionals are discriminated 
against in obtaining advanced educational opportunities, while the 
less intelligent sons of working men are given preferential treatment. 
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Persons who have been selected according to this system, and cata¬ 
pulted by means of party membership from a lower-class status to one 
of the highest priority, naturally owe all they are to the party, and 
not primarily to personal achievement or background. They are thus 
far more obedient to the party than would otherwise be the case; for 
e xpulsion jfrom it means not a somewhat horizontal movement, as in 
our society, but a severe loss o 

centralized _ ____ 

the highl y specia lized nature of co mmun ication and tran sportation. / 
by means of which a relatively small group of people can control 

millious. There is no longer any possibility of successful pitchfork 

rebellions. 

The prese nt Protestant appro ach to society, especially in its mis¬ 
sionary aspects, is quite different from the Roman Catholic and 
Communist orientations. It must be r ecognized that, in thq^a st^j 

Protestan t developments, were closely relate d to broad political and 
social movem ents in northern Euro pe, in which significant changes 

in church affiliation were considerably influenced by the loyalties of 
certain princes and rulers. However, it is also possible to read too 
much significance into the actions of individual kings and to forget 
that they reflected as well as molded the events that precipitated the 
break with the Roman Church. 

If, however, we are to judge the Protestant approach to socie ty as 
evidence d both in the mission field and in c ertain aspects of impor¬ 
tant Protestant movements in England and A merica (e.g^ the devel¬ 
opment o f Mgthodiam), we may say thft Protestant s^concentfated 

their efforts on the diagrammatic ^»] lge_i n~jifipietyTthat is, on the 
lmvpr-mfrMI e an d upp er-lower clas ses— ev€nas t in a sen se, Communists 
have doneTTn such areas as Latin America, for example, persons of 
the lower-middle and upper-lower classes often have little to lose by 
identifying themselves with the Protestant cause, since they belong 
largely to a socially “disinherited” group. On the contrary, they often 
feel that they have much to gain, qnite apart from the benefits they 
believe are derived from a direct personal relationship to God rather 
than a relationship through some mediating person or iustitution. 

These snpplementary benefits often involve educational opportunities 
for their children, medical assistance for themselves and their fam¬ 
ilies, and a new sense of dignity and “belongingness” in a fellowship 
which is highly interdependent and mutually helpful. The major 
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aspects of this development may be diagrammed as follows ( but note 
that on this diagram the arrow indicates direction of mobility): 
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Area of 

Concentration 


It should be noted that the constituency thus formed tends to have 
pward movement. This upward mobility resul ts alm ost inevitably 
from a greater sense of personal responsibility, accumulation of capital 

(for the convert does not spend so much money as 
tain forbidden "pleasures”), in crea sesLconcerq for and appreciation 

of education, a 


an u 


on cer- 


n ew attitude toward work as a virtue (part of the 
“Protestant ethic”), and opportunities for the expression of leader¬ 
ship within the Protestant fellowship. 

However, this 

cerned from Xhe-very- groups out of which they .have come. The 

"■ ■ 1 . s . 

movement in England was a typical Protestant approach 
to the lower bulge of the social structure. It came as a reaction against 
the more or less authoritarian structure of the British religious 
system, which had been inherited from Roman Catholicism. The 


ward mobility tends to separate those Con¬ 


nie u 


principal appeal was made to the lower-middle and upper-lower 
classes, including some of the very lowest classes, especially the miners. 
This movement is now, however, distin ctly upper-middle class and 
even lower-upper class. In the United States, Methodism has experi¬ 
enced the same type of upward movement, but with an interesting 
scries of successive waves of related movements. These "waves” have 

progressively sought to reach out to bring in those who were being 
left behind or neglected, and who, as they were included, have in 
turn moved up in the social structure. As Methodists moved up, such 
groups as the Nazarenes came in to reach those “left behind,” and 
as the Nazarenes in turn moved up, the various types of Pentecostals 
made their special appeal to the lower classes. 

A number of persons have compared the current rebirth of in¬ 
terest in religion in America to the 

swept over England in the Victorian period. There is, however, a 
striking difference. Whereas the Victorian religious revival in Britain 
was concentrated in the better-to-do classes, and in considerable 


of religious devotion that 


wave 
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measure left the working man out in the cold (a fact which helps to 
explain the present irreligion of the masses in the United Kingdom), 
the development in the United States has included the so-called 

“third force,” the rapidly growing and appreciably improving Pente¬ 
costal sects, which principally appeal to and have their strength in the 
lower classes. 


There are valid reasons for this so-called “Protestant approach,” for 
the future is nltimately with the masses, as it has been throughout 


classes finally distintegrate because of what wc 


might term social di 

the status quo, in itselt never a sufficient dynamic for creative devel¬ 
opment. “Where there is no vision the people perish.” On the other 

■ 1 ■ . 

hand, the creative minority is almost always to be found in the middle 
class, and this group provides leadership to the Protestant dynamic. 
Moreover, there is a third operative factor, namely, that it is possible 
to uplift people only by identifying with them through vertical com¬ 
munication. The control from a position of social dominance, as is 
usually the case in Roman Catholicism, is well calculated to produce 
continued loyalty and adherence. However, only by a true identi¬ 
fication with people and by communicating with them on an es¬ 
sentially horizontal plane can one effect a real transformation of in¬ 
dividual lives and of society as a whole. 

Protestant missionary programs to reach the intelligentsia in vari¬ 
ous countries are of course very worthy, and most certainly the upper 
classes should not be neglected, for they are likewise objects of God’s 
constraining love. Nevertheless, it must also be clearly recognized 
that not infrequently the leaders adopt the religion of the masses, 
even as Donald McGavran has pointed out, 3 basing his observations 
on Arnold Toynbee’s analyses. 

To our thesis that Protestants generally approach the lower-middle 
and upper-lower classes there is one seeming exception; namely, that 
in India Protestant missionaries have concentrated their attention 


Their primary orientation is to preserve 


upon the outcastes and have had a notable response from them. 
There are two important reasons for missionary success among such 
groups and for the high quality of leadership displayed by so mauy 
of these people. First, these people usually have had everything to 
gain and nothing to lose by identifying themselves with a foreign 
religion, since for all practical purposes they have been excluded 
from Hinduism itself. At the same time, however, the outcastes 
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must not be regarded as merely an accumulation of indigent people 
(the equivalent of "poor white trash” in the _ United .States) who, 
having never made good at anything, finally drifted into the out- 
caste groups. On the contrary, many of these people came from in¬ 
digenous groups forced into various types of occupations that made 
them ceremonially nnclean and hence outside the pale of Hindu 
ritual. Other persons became outcastes becanse they violated taboos. 
These outcastes, despite their miserable lot, are thus not just the 
dregs of society, but rather a religiously excluded class that included 
many persons of unusual gifts aud capacities, as they have shown, 

once they were given an opportunity. 

One reason for Protestantism’s lack of appeal to many elements in 

the strictl y indigent class—w hich, is. not only poor, but content with 

its^status—is that it demauds too high a standard of persoual account¬ 
ability, while at the same time failing to adjust its approach to differ¬ 
ent constituencies. Moreover, the Protestant church has had from the 

strictly indigent, drifting classes few who could provide leadership^) 
reach out to bring in other persons of the same groups. 
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The Structure of Face-to-Face Societies 


To the structure of urban societies, the rural, peasant, and prutii- 
tive face-to-face societies preseut certain striking contrasts. There 
are, of course, many important differences between, for example, a 
small rural commnnitv in the hills of Kentucky and a village in the 
northern part of the Belgian Congo. Nevertheless, certain significant 
features are characteristic of most nonurban groupings, and these 
features are particularly relevant to the problems of communication. 

In general, there are two main types of face-to-face societies: (1) 

dent type of soci 


folk^md (2) primitive . The first i 


wm 


looks, to ward. ±he_ urban center, derives considerable b 

it, and also contributes much to it, especially by way of raw materials. 
The primitive society, on the other hand, is also a strictly face-to- 
face grouping, whether loosely or tightly organized, but its economy 
and orientation are almost completely independent of outside in¬ 
fluences. Such a group, with its own laws, is quite homogeneous, 
with little divisiou of labor, except as between sexes. Actually, strictly 
primitive groups—in this sense of the term—are now few. They con¬ 
sist primarily of small tribelets in Amazonia and New Guinea, as well 
as certaiu more isolated parts of Africa. Societies often spoken of 


euefits fromr 


as 
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primitive, e.g., Indian tribes in Mexico and the altiplano of South 
America, are basically “peasant” or dependent societies; and many 
African tribes south of the Sahara and indigenous groups in India, 
Southeast Asia and the Islands of the Sea, are rapidly becoming 
such, though at present they are in a transitional state. The rapid 
development of transportation and communications and the eco¬ 
nomic exploitation of so-called primitive areas and peoples have in 
many instances changed these people from independent to dependent 
societies. 


A typica^olkor peasan t, society is not only economically depend¬ 
ent upon the urban center, whether it looks to the mining area 

in^ the Congo, or sends its produce into a 
ladino town such as Cuzco in Peru; it also exists in cultural de- 

I — , - - _ j .. . - J ' " ' ' 

pendency to the prest igeful urban center from which so many cul¬ 
tural influences radiate. In contrast to~the Targe, often heterogeneous 
and impersonal city society, with its lax morals, softer life, secular 
attitudes, and aggressive manner, the peasant, folk society is gen¬ 
erally small, usually quite homogeneous, and intimate, with a milder, 
more passive manner, and with emphasis upon strong concepts of 

tr aditional moralit y, capacity for physical endurance, and deep -rel i¬ 
gious sentiments. In sue 


ace-to-face society, everyone knows 
everyone else, and also knows almost everyone’s business, including 
a good deal about everyone’s private life— in fact n othing is hidde n 
from th&.:prying and watchful eyes of neighbors. There ■ little 
formal codification of law, bnt the customs are generally ^ adher ed 
to with an almost fanatical loyalty. By and large the people are 
more honest, especially withinThe in-group (the rural society with 
which the people identify themselves); but they are also more 
defensive against outside influences, and hence more likely to sus¬ 
pect ulterior motives and to react with blind stupidity and recalci¬ 
trance. In some ways long-established folk societies (though not 
“transitional societies”) are more resistant to change than are 
strictly primitive groups, to which the outside world is less familiar. 
Furthermore, the folk society has generally discovered that the only 
defense against being overwhelmed by the outside world is to 
resist, passively but stubbornly, any changes sponsored by the out- 
gronp (the social grouping of which they are not members). This fact 
partly explains why Protestant missionaries have generally been 


Communication and Social Structure 


100 


more successful in dealing with primitive societies, for example, 

those in Africa, rather than with such a society as the Andean 
Indians of South America, whose patterns of resistance have been 
crystallized in opposition to the threats of domination by the white- 

sponsored culture of the urban centers. 

In contrast to the inverted diamond structure with horizontal class 


cleavage which is typical of urban cultures, folk societies and, to a 
considerable extent, primitive societies as well may be diagrammati- 
cally described as broad-based, pyramidal forms, with roughly parallel 

rather than cross-sectional divisions: 


o A 


S 


/ 


fc'/X" A. 


A 


.A** 

The pyramid in this instance is quite broad-based, for in general 
the distinctions between those who lead and those who are led are 
not great. At the same time, there are no simple higher, middle, and 
lower classes, or elaborations of these distinctions. Rather, the struc¬ 
ture of the society breaks down essentially into family groups related 
by birth or marriage, and consisting of clans, tribelets, phratries, or 
moieties, depending upon the particular form which any particular 
social structure may take. 

The apex of the diagram indicates the 
the elders of the society, who form ai ^oligarchicaf^o ntrol, but who 
also, as suggested by the dotted lines, individually represent their 
family affiliations. Such a society has a strong sense of cohesion and 
presents a more or less uniform front against intrusion. It must be 
conservative in orientation in order to preserve itself. By and large 
it makes collective decisions, not by any formal parliamentary tech¬ 
niques but by the kind of informal discussion and interchange of 
opinions that characterize most types of “family decisions.” The 
effective spread of information in such a society is not describable as 
along either horizontal or vertical axes (as in our previous diagrams), 
Jbdr 'rather primarily along family and clan lines. McGavran makes 

a point of the necessity of using~tKese effective channels of com - 

of God." 4 
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Communicative Approach to a Face-toFace Society 
The methods by which we can best reach people in an urban type 
of society are quite evident to us, because most of us belong to such 
a social grouping. But the best type of approach to people living in 
a face-to-face society is for the same reason strange to most of us, 
since the social and communicational lines and structures are 
unfamiliar. However, once we have recognized the fundamental 
structure of such societies, we can see that the approaches which have 
proved to be most successful in them are the ones that make opti¬ 
mum use of the natural flow of communication. The basic principles 
in such an approach are fonr: (1) effective communication must be 
\based upon personal friendship, {2) the initial approach should he 
I to those who can effectively pass on communication within their 
/family grouping, (3) time must be allowed for the internal diffusion 
I of new ideas, and (4) the challenge for any change of belief or action 
I must be addressed to the persons or groups socially capable of making 
f such decisions. 


In a face-to-fac p gnripty.il: is essential to establish a personal basis 

of friMidship and acceptance be|o re_ communication can become ef- 

early missionary in Peru, John Ritchie, 


f ective . An outstanding 
instrumental in establishing more than two hundred congregations 
among the Indian population, made it an invariable rule never to go 
into a village except by personal invitation. He went to the home 
of the villager who had invited him and there remained during his 
visit of two or three days. In other words, he never went unannounced 
and unexpected into any Indian commnnity to “evangelize,” for he 
had conclnded on the basis of years of experience that this course 
was simply not to be followed in an Indian community. Indians who 
were Christians might do so, for they could always establish some 
“family or clan” connection with the inhabitants, but the missionary, 
a strauger to the group, always felt that his message could be made 
acceptable to the people only if he was personally “sponsored” by 

someone belonging to the village. His host, though not necessarily 
a Christian, must be someone sufficiently interested in the Good 
News to invite the missionary to come as his personal guest. Such 
an approach also meant that there was little or no danger that other 
villagers would organize an attack to drive out the missionary, for as 
a guest of a member of the face-to-face community he was relatively 
immune from the overt opposition of hostile religious elements. The 
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primary purpose of this invited approach, however, was not self- 
protection, but effective communication. 

For this missionary invitations to visit new villages were not diffi¬ 
cult to obtain, for interested persons, whether or not they had become 
believers, had relatives and friends in other villages who would in¬ 
variably pass on the word about this remarkable new message. More¬ 
over, the people learned that the missionary would not impose him¬ 
self upon anyone, but in typical Indian fashion approached them 
only on the basis of friendship, and not as a campaigning politician 
or a dubiously motivated rabble-rouser. It then became a matter of 
distinctiou for the leading men in various villages to invite the mis¬ 
sionary' to come and stay with them, while he shared his persoual 
message of what God had done for all people, including the Quechua- 
speaking Indians of the altiplano. 

A similar approach has been followed by a mission doing highly< 
successful work among certain Indian groups in Mexico. A Mexican 
evangelist, sometimes with the help of an American missionary, goes 
into a village and establishes friendship with some leading people 
in one of the barrios of the village. (The barrios are geographical 
divisions of Mexican towns and villages, reflecting earlier Indian dis¬ 
tinctions of family or clan relationships.) Within each barrio , espe- 
pecially in completely Indian towns, the people feel an even closer 
face-to face relationship than they do with others in the town as a 
whole. Hence, when work begins in a particular barrio , it is normal 
to keep the “communication” limited primarily to this group until 

it is well established. There are two reasons for this procedure. First, 
once the evangelist has made the friendship of some leading person 
in the barrio, he is likely to have ready access to a number of families 
related to one another in some way, either by birth, marriage, or the 

compadre-comadre relationship (the “godfather-godmother” system). 
Second, extension of the communication will probably be unopposed, 
provided it stays within this interpersonally related group of peopl 

If, however, religious beliefs contrary to the traditional Christo- 

pagan ism of the region are proclaimed to the entire community by 

outsiders who have not first obtained significant acceptance by a 
recognized community group, the leaders of the society as a whole 
will feel that a serious intrusion has been made. Their normal 
tion will be to persecute the carriers of the message in order to pre- 

the solidarity of the community structure. Tlius an initial 
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proclamation to the entire community is likely to result in a strongly 
negative reaction, while a quiet approach to a closely related segment 
is much more likely to be favorably received. Later, when the entire 
community recognizes the message as foreign to its tradition, the 
movement will already have become established among respected 
members of the community, and hence persecution in its more violent 
forms may be regarded by the community as either inappropriate or 
too late. 

Th e^second and perhaps the most important principle to be fol¬ 
lowed in approaching suc h a community is to make the initial ap 

proaeTi to Those able effectively to pass on the communication. In 

■ ■ 

some-instances, the missionary is able to appeal to the chief of the 
tribe. In the United States, the rural “missionary” may be able to gel 
the backing of the richest farmer in the region where he works. Usu¬ 
ally, however, the unqnalified support of the “top man” cannot be 
obtained immediately, for the leaders in a face-to-face society are gen¬ 
erally slow to move ahead of their people. In fact, a man’s position of 
leadership in a face-to-facc society depends more upon the intimate 
and knowledgeahle support of his followers than is true of a leader in 
an impersonal, urban society, where “money talks” more successfully. 
Thus the chief or headman in such a society is likely to be cautious 
about accepting any new thing; for the society itself is highly conserva¬ 
tive and the leader is usually even more traditional in orientation than 
the majority of the people. In such a society strength lies in con¬ 
servatism. Accordingly, those successful in reaching people in folk 
societies have usually approached a key person near the top, but not 
quite at the top 

family and clan, has not yet assumed responsibility as an elder of 
the people. This person is usually a strong personality, well liked 
by the people. Not infrequently he feels that sponsorship of new 
ideas may be to his social benefit. However, a word of caution should 
be added here. It must be recognized that a truly “marginal person” 
in the cult will not prove satisfactory for this purpose. Such a per¬ 
son’s status may mean that he has been ostracized by his own society 
because of some affront to traditional leadership, or because he has 
violated the ethical standards of the people. It may mean that he 
is really an outsider in the face-to-face society, but hangs on in 
parasitical fashion because he derives economic benefit from exploit¬ 
ing the folk society. 
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Nevertheless, we must not leave the impression that only such per¬ 
il a ve been described as helpful are 
1 is tic endeavors. In many instances persons apparently lacking 

qualities have com 

to the people, evident devotion to the cause of Christ, and remark¬ 
able transformation of their own lives, with the result that many have 
been attracted to the message through them. But when we analyze 
developments throughout the whole range of work with face-to-face 
societies, it becomes evident that the social and personal qualities of 
those initially won to the new faith are of high significance in assess¬ 
ing the probable effectiveness of the communication and its extension 

to others. 

Whereas in our own churches we often think in terms of 


indispensable to evangc- 

in these 


sons as 


pen sated for their liabilities by unnsual sensitivity 


high- ( 

intended to r eap results overnight, the ap- 

erent order. Tra- 


pressurc, dynamic p rogram 

proach to faceTo-Tace societies must..bs 

ditionalists living within the comfortable emotional security of their 
“extended family,” which maintains itself primarily by resistance to 
ideas from the outside world, cannot be pushed into making quick 
decisions. Such people, confronted by 


uite a 


crash program 

inclined to reject it at once. Just as a family must be given time 
to make np its mind, so a face-to-face society must be carefully nursed 
along until the people are ready to act. At this point, an acute prob¬ 
lem arises, for the missionary’s tendency is to encourage some espe¬ 
cially responsive persons to step out, repudiate the traditions of their 
tribe, and declare themselves for Christ. Such a procedure often 
causes the people as a whole to reject the message. For until a people 
are able to make what seems to them a valid decision, any pulling 
out of members from the ranks of the closed society immediately 
raises the fear of loss of solidarity. An instinctive resistance to assault 
upon the tight-knit social structnre follows. By far the most effective 
work among folk societies has been done by those sensitive to the 

"timing” of the first converts. Allowing sufficient time for the making 
of decisions is the indispensable third principle in communicating 

with face-to-face societies. 


will be 


This discourse may seem to imply that the missionary’s efforts in¬ 
volve nothing more or less than a diabolical assault on traditional 
cultures; that in a Machiavellian manner the missionary is to decide 
astutely and act on the most successful techniques to accomplish 
his purpose. What we are trying to say, rather, is that the missionary. 
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or anyone for that matter, must avoid the overurging and pressuring 
of genuinely interested persons. After all, the people within a folk 
society will know full well whether a new convert comes to his de¬ 
cision as the result of his own careful and full deliberation, or 
whether the missionary in his zeal has overstepped the bounds of 
propriety for the sake of registering a “triumph for the cross.” If a 
man comes to a genuine conviction about the new faith and decides 
to make an independent and clean-cut break with past tradition, he 
is to be encouraged. We cannot and should not dictate the way in 
which the Holy Spirit works in the hearts of people. But we must be 
certain that the decision made reflects a man’s honest, thoughtful 
response to the total claims of Christ, rather than an emotional 
reaction and mixed motives that will be read only too plainly by 
other members of the society. 

In one unusually fine piece of work among Indians in Latin America. 
I was personally surprised to find, on visiting the region, that the 
missionary never extend 

Tesns Chr ist. I had more or less expected that the missionary's back¬ 
ground would prompt this type of approach. When I asked why he 
did not use such a method, he explained frankly that he never gave 
such an invitation because he was certain that a number of Indians 


not so much because of per- 


would then make a public confession 

sonal conviction, but because of their desire to please him. More- 

he explained, he tried to keep close to these people so that 
he would know when the Spirit of God was dealing with them. Then 
they would either come to him of their own accord, or he would 
provide an opportunity whereby, in a natural context of friendly 
conversation and without the evangelistic trimmings of group pres¬ 
sure, they could be led to an effective decision for Christ. This work, 
though not spectacular, is well founded and growing rapidly. It will 
continue to expand for years to come, for it has won its way into the 

very life of the tribe. 

I The fou rth 


over 


iple in approaching face-to-face societies is to 

lief to persons socially capable 


n 


resent thechallenge fo r ch 
of ma king vali 

life, since we are not ourselves members of such a society, can rarely 
imagine the pressures upon the individual in such an organization. 
We take it for granted that anyone can and should make up his own 


We who do not know the meaning of clan 


ecisions. 



Communication end Social Structure 


M 5 


mind about what he believes and what he should do. But this is not 
true in all cultures. Members of such a society feel an instinctive 
loyalty to the extended family unit. The individual derives his per¬ 
sonal and social security from it, and usually gives it his complete and 
often unthiuking support. Even an adult man may find it impossible 
to break with such a family unit. It is as though we invited a neighbor 

child to go to the beach for a day with our family, without consult¬ 
ing his parents. In general, his first response will be, “I'll go ask my 
mother.” In fact, if we handle such an invitation rightly we would 
ask his mother for him, so that she would recognize the conditions 
as well as the genuineness of the invitation. Something of the same 

situation exists in face-to-face cul^res, where individuals do not 

act on their own, but respond as members of families, clans, and 
trihes. 


This gro up response to the gospel message lies at the core of the 
so-called “mass mo vements, ” called 
ran. He ple a_ds, and rightly 
the structure of societies in 


eo 


nts 


av- 


y 


so, for a more intellige nt appreciation of 

_normally act as groups. He 

therefore insistifthaFthe process of Christianization must be divided 
between initial “discipling” and later instruction, and that the im¬ 
portance of initial commitment by the people to a new way of life 
must be fully recognized and built upon. The motives of such a people 
in mass response should no more be suspect than are the often mixed 
motives that prompt many individuals in an urban society to declare 
themselves for Christ, only to find later that they have committed 
themselves to more than they had earlier thought. In e ither c ase 
the initial commitmeut of e ither group or individual provides the 
basis by which instruction in the faith may he given and through 
which full ma turity of Christian d iscipleship may be reached. 


o 


The Problem of Heterogeneous Societies 
Heterogeneous societies are 


primarily of two types: (1) urbanl 
societies that contain urban-struetured minority groups, similar, for^ 

example, to the Negro subculture within American life; and 
urban societies that include face-to-face subsocieties. 

In the first type one must recog nize three factors: ( 4 ) the basie 
differences, which mean”that one cannot, for all his idealism, 
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mense prestige differentia l, which means that the people in the less 
prestigeful groups try to follow, or think that they are following, the 
norms of. the higher gro up; and ft) the priority of intragroup 
munication, if effective communication is to be attained? 

The relation between two urban-structure d groups in a single 

society can be diagrammatically represented as follows: 


com- 
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Assuming that this diagram represents in rough outline some of 
the relations of the Negro subculture to the dominant white culture, 
there are several important factors to note: (1) though some Negroes 
have achieved relatively high status, there are proportionately fewer 
in this category than in the white majority; (2) the Negro position is 
more that of a caste than a class, for disabilities from hirth geuerally 
preclude mobility of the Negro from his own culture to the white 
culture (even though many thousands of Negroes “pass’' each year); 
and {3) communication about everyday economic matters may in¬ 
volve participants of both white and Negro groups, but communica¬ 
tion about ultimate life values, social relations, and basic world view 
are restricted largely to the two isolated segments of the society. 

Such a minority gronp as the Spanish-speaking constitueucy in the 
American Southwest has a somewhat different status and role, for 
though distinctly a “minority” group in most places, it is not always 
urban structured, especially in small communities, and its mem¬ 
bers can pass more readily into the prestige group. On the other 
hand, Puerto Ricans in New York have a much more difficult status 
and their language problem combined with racial traits constitutes 
a segregating liability. 

Communication to the Negro society in the United States is beset 
by a number of severe problems as the result of the fundamental 
social structures and outlooks involved. We must first of all face 
squarely the fact that between the Negro and white segments of the 
population there are significant differences that make communica¬ 
tion at times seem irrelevant. For example, the typical white Prot- 
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cstant view of work as the logical fulfillment of life’s purposes is not 
consistent with the view of Negroes, many of whom regard work 
ns a means whereby one insures a livelihood in order to enjoy “non- 
work.” The Puritan concept of the righteousness of work for work’s 
sake does not make too much sense in the Negro world view. Nor 
does the Protestant view of the dignity and responsibility of the 
individual seem to have much meaning when the Negro is socially 
irred from the very system that preaches this dignity and at the 
same time gives him little or no opportunity for the development of 
wider responsibilities than his own restricted group affords. On the 
other hand, many Negroes exhibit an appreciably greater religious 
sensitivity than do whites, for religious expression is far more central 
to their way of life. Similarly, they often have a more profound 
capacity for human friendship, for they are more “people-centered” 
than “tiling-centered.” Moreover, they also have a greater capacity 
for the “joy of life” (certainly in terms of their opportunities), and 
their laughter is not just a nervous mask for intolerable tensions 
{though such tensions may at times be involved); they are in general 
simply more given to seeing and participating in the humor of life 
than are more “deadpau” whites. This analysis of differences is 
not intended to imply that one type is essentially inferior or superior 
to another. The two are simply different. But these differences are 
vital to any understanding of intergroup communication. 

The wide differences in relative prestige of the white and Negro 
groups have inevitably led Negroes to be suspicious of outsiders. As 
a group they have suffered greatly from those who sought to exploit 
them economically and ideologically. The ideological exploiters have 
included some militant social reformers of the old style, more inter¬ 
ested in proving their theories right than in helping people. Rarely, 
if ever, do snch reformers identify themselves with their “guinea pigs 
of social change.” It must be said, however, that this class of pro¬ 
fessional reformer, handicapped by an acute lack of empathy with 
the people, appears fortunately to be passing, and others with a 
sounder understanding of social problems and a realistic appraisal 
of their own legitimate roles in such engineered change are assuming 
much needed leadership. Nevertheless, it is evident that a people 
restricted in the spheres in which they are allowed to express their 

capacities are understandably jealous of the opportunities they do 
have. 


t.'L 
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In some instances the problem of prestige seems strangely reversed. 

In Cuba, for example, a young Negro of unusual personal gifts and 

ability was specially trained for the Protestant ministry among his 
own people. However, several predominantly Negro churches which 
he might have served effectively did not want a pastor of the Negro 
race, for they felt that he would lower the prestige of the congrega¬ 
tion. They contended that a Negro pastor of a predominantly Negro 
congregation would uot only make the white people reluctant to at¬ 
tend the church, but that Negroes themselves would go to other 
chnrches having a white pastor and a predominantly white congre¬ 
gation, where they wonld not suffer from discrimination or implied 
inferiority. The Negro pastor was finally accepted by a predominantly 
white congregation which appreciated his capacities for leadership 
and had no fear that their predominantly white membership would 
suffer loss of prestige from having a Negro minister. 

Given the circumstances that prevail between white and Negro 
segments of American society, religious communication is undoubt¬ 
edly more effective within each group thau between the groups. This 
argument is not one for the continuance of legal segregation in auy 
form; the legal inequalities are not only uuchristian but thoroughly 
antithetical to a democratic way of life. Moreover, it is only after the 
removal of legal discriminations that other and eqnally wrong forms 
of discrimination can be righted. Much of our present flurry about 
racial integration is only a passing mood to relieve a bad conscience. 
It is interpreted by many Negroes as being nothing more or less 
than a compouud ailment of guilt and old-fashioned paternalism. 
The real answer to interracial communication is for each group to 
have something relevant to say to the other. Such a condition comes 
only as a result of effective identification. (See Chapter y.) 

In the second principal type of heterogeneous society the domiuant 
urban structure includes a minority group having a face-to-face type of 
society. A typical situation of this kiud may be illustrated by the 
following diagram: 
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Several significant features of this diagram should he recognized. 
First, the included face-to-face group may penetrate into the middle 
class, if one takes into account economic resources and general pres¬ 
tige. Second, the base of the inclnded face-to-face group is usually 
not so low as that of the nrban culture, for in general the poor people 
of the urban slums are in far worse circumstances than ate the poor 
people of the smaller rural communities. This is certainly true, for 
example, of the poor Indians of the altiplano in South America as 
compared with the indigent urban population. Sociologists in Mexico 
also regard the poor people of the slums around Mexico City as in 
much more desperate circumstances, and often less amenable to 
effective help, than are the Indians of many tribes living in remote 

areas of the country. 

It should not be concluded that all face-to-face societies of this 
kind are more or less the same. This is far from being so. In Mexico, 
for example, the Zapotec Indians of Tehuantepec and the Otomi 
Indians of the Mezquital represent entirely different types of circum¬ 
stances. Many of the Zapotecs are rather well-to-do; a number have 
completed their university education and have professional positions 
in Mexico City, though upon their return to their homes in Juchitan 
and surrounding towns they are still accepted as members of the 
Indian society. On the other hand, among the Otomis very few are 
regarded as any higher than lower low in socioeconomic status. These 

relative structures of two contrasting groups can be diagrammed as 
follows, each within the general context of Mexican life: 


no 


MeaquitaJ Otomi 
within the Mexican 

structure 


Tehuantepec Zapotec 
within the Mexican 

structure 


Included folk societies have always been recognized as in some de¬ 
gree different from their urban neighbors, especially if they happen 

to speak another language and wear different types of clothing. But 
rarely is it recognized that such folk societies have fundamentally 
different orientations toward life and are usually structured along 
quite different lines from the urban society, so that any communica¬ 
tion to them must be specially formulated and transmitted if it is to 
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be relevant. The Indians of Mexico are not simply Mexicans who 
happen to live a long way from the city; nor are the Cebuanos in the 

backwoods villages of Cebu in the Philippines the same as the 

throngs in Manila. Of course, many peoples in the world are now in 
process of drastic change. The Zulu who alternates between tbe 
mining compounds of Johannesburg and his own village in the bush 
is in a sense a part of both societies: the urban and the rural, the 
impersonal city and the face-to-face village. However, he is really not 

a fully participating member of the urban society, except at the lowest 
levels. Actually, he is primarily a substitute for machinery and so¬ 
cially is not really considered a human being. In his village, however, 
he belongs, has a role, and performs a valid social function. But the 
standards of his two worlds are very different and he is caught in a 
maelstrom of tensions, where economic necessities force him, re¬ 
gardless of personal preference, to play a double role. Accordingly, he 
suffers the emotional instability that always comes with the conflict 
of double standards and uncertain position. 
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Communicative Approach to a Heterogeneous Society 

with Included Face-to-Face Constituency 

f 

When a single over all social stmeture involves not only a domi¬ 
nant group but an included face-to-face constituency, it is essential 
to recognize not only their differences of structure, but also their 
interrelations. One of the most serious mistakes in missionary work 
has been to imagine that Indians in the Americas, for example, should 
be reached as a separate constituency and developed as an isolated 
community, when all the time they are in highly dependent relation 
to the urban center. The result of such efforts is usually to set up a 
church organization, incapable of relating the people to the larger 

national constituency. The people thus never feel a part of the larger 
fellowship and often dwindle away since they are obliged to depend 

exclusively on their own resources. Moreover, without the support of 

outsiders (other than the missionary) their status in the urban center 
is jeopardized. As a result they feel that in some way or another their 
religion is a foreign thing, imported directly from the United States 

and without any affiliation with other Christians in their own country. 

In one center in South America an enormous amount of mouey has 
been spent to reach the poor peon population, almost to the complete 
exclusion of the town community. The result has been that the peons. 
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the ostensible object of all this economic assistance, have spent a good 
part of their income to provide their former bosses and town friends 
with liquor, by way of demonstrating that they are really not a part 
of the Protestant mission effort, but are still loyal dependents of the 
urban center even though in the past they have always been insecure' 

and exploited. 

It is just as possible, however, and more frequently the case, that 
missionary effort fails to recognize the need of devising different 
approaches to the urban and folk societies, but lnmps them together 
without regard to their different structures. The probable reasons for 
this lack of discrimination are that American missionaries mistakenly 
think that the urban and rural areas abroad are eqnivalent to the 
corresponding areas in the United States. Even though Americans 
living in small towns and rural communities have a number of char¬ 
acteristics typical of a face-to-face community, farmers in the United 
States are by no means “peasants.” Except for people in certain very 
isolated communities in mountainous areas, their world view, standard 
of values, general orientation toward life, and educational opportu¬ 
nities arc substantially the same as those of the city dweller. There 
are of course differences between the “hayseed” and the “city slicker,” 
bnt except for certain very restricted cases, in American life there is 
no peasant culture, with its emphasis upon family structure and clan 
relationships, and its highly traditional and resistant attitudes. 
Certain of these tendencies do exist, but they are by no means so 
pronounced or so significant as in a true peasant culture. 

When an American goes to a foreign country, however, he tends to 
jndge all situations by what he has known at home. He does not 
appreciate the significance of the existing contrasts, because his eyes 
have not been opened to them. He therefore lumps all groups together 
and proceeds without reference to basic differences. If, however, he 
is to be successful in communicating, he must recognize the distinc¬ 
tions that exist between various classes of people and make his 
message applicable to their circumstances and transmittable by means 
of their traditional networks of communication. Each class or sub¬ 
culture must be reached within the contexts of its own life, and in 
so far as they are interdependent, the Christians among them must 
be helped to recognize their mutual responsibilities. 

The church in the folk society must learn how to receive and profit 
from the help obtainable from the church in the urban society; 
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similarly, the urban church must learn how to give help to th e rura l 
group without overwhe lming its leadership and quenching its spi rit. 
It is not enough to trairTthe tribal peoples”"foTparticipation in na¬ 
tional life—eyen at best, this cannot be done in a single generation. 
Hence, tfie urban churches must be taught how they can help with ¬ 
out hind ering, how they can lead witho ut dictatin g, and how they 

tiding local enthusiasm. The w r ay in which 


can e n coma 

urban churc 


tend to d ominate rural churches and ultimately to 
re and vigor is tragic. At times, for example, it seems 


snuff out 

even harder for the leaders in Manila to understand what is needed 


in the mountains of Luzon than for the Kankanaey tribesmen to tell 
their city “cousins” how their work should be conducted. Iu any 
national church organization, however, it is usually the city churches 
that do the dictating, though it is often in the rural areas that the 


church has its growing edge. Not infrequently the urban church 


ould di 


codIc who 




hock into me cities to 
ment. 


When a missionary faces a bilingual situation, his immediate in¬ 
stinct is to find a bilingual person to carry on the work, either as 


full-time evangelist or as his interpreter. The difficulty here is that 


contrary. Often they are really allied with the dominant culture which 
tends to exploit the peasant classes; sometimes they have been ostra¬ 
cized by their own community. In still other cases they may have left 
their own society when relatively young; and while they may still 
speak the language, they do not know the cultural features iu which 
these words actually have significance. They thus know the vocabu¬ 
lary, but not the life and the value system. There is a possibility that 
even the young person specifically prepared by the mission schools 
for work among his own people may not succeed, for he has usually 
been educated away from rather than toward his own culture. The 
new way of life he has learned—for education is by no means confined 
to books—nltimately alienates him from his people. Furthermore, by 
going back to his village he risks losing status with the dominant 
culture, for his identification with the prestige society is probably still 
insecure. Actually, it is often emotionally much easier for a missionary 
to adjust to the peasant or indigenous culture than for a national of 
the country to do so, for the missionary’s education and secure social 


le are not necessarily biculturar — often quite the 
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position—he is after all a hero to those who have sent him out—make 

it relatively easy for him to make an open identification with the 
people. He feels quite certain, though he might not admit it to others, 
that no one will be deceived about his real status and position. 

In a heterogeneous society with an included folk culture there is 
always the acute problem of dealing with people in a state of transi¬ 
tion. How are they to be miuistered to—in terms of their rural cir¬ 
cumstances, or in their city setting? In a sense, it all depends on 
where they are and how they view themselves. A Tarahumara Indian 
in northern Mexico usually expects that, when he is wearing pants, 
outsiders will address him in Spanish; but the same Indian, dressed 

on the next day in his tradition breechcloth, and meeting the same 
people, will expect to be greeted in Tarahumara. Something of the 
same situation holds with respect to groups in transition, for the 
people themselves are living a dual role. In the metropolitan center 
of Leopoldville in the Belgian Congo such people are caught up in 
the system of thought, the types of reactions, and the impersonal 
business of city life. These same people back in their villages—though 
if they can possibly do so they try to remain in the big city—usually 
take up their traditional roles again, but not without some strain aud 
frustration. They are like the farm boy who went away to the city to 
make good but could not quite make it. He may still put on the airs 
of city sophistication, but unless his exposure has been long and 

thorough, he still looks at his world through “country eyes.” 


Orientations of Societies toward Life 

It is one thing to analyze the structure of a society, whether homo¬ 
geneous or heterogeneous, and to point out the fnndamental lines of 
communication; it is quite another to develop a message relevant to. 
different social groups that takes into consideration their orientation 
toward life in terms of their interpersonal relations. 

David Riesman in The Lonely Crowd 5 has developed a highly 
suggestive thesis about certain fundamental social orientations. In 
considerable measure the following aualysis is derived from his un¬ 
usually helpful insights; though in religious matters he touches only 
on certain limited factors and of course does not take up the problem 

of relevant themes of communication, and in these respects the 
analysis is my own. 

In general, Riesman argues that societies tend to be classifiable into 



Message and Mission 


124 




three groups: tradition-directed, inner-diiected, and other-directed. 
The first type of society is characterized by the outlook, “ We hav e 

(or in Spanish, E s costumbre). This type 61 

society, which might be called the IT eaten path” snHpfv may be 

illustrated by hundreds of primitive and folk societies, as well as by 

some larger gronps, e.g., Thailand, India, Cambodia, and Burma, 

especially as they were fifty to seventy-five years ago. The_iuner- 

di rectcd society ta kes the position 


LLthis wa 


0 1 


is way, ror 
■rose ope ” society, 

for its members have as a stabilizer a well-functioning, built-in con- 

em by their e|der s. 
but directed toward an expanding frontier with growing population 
and the concept of new horizons and a changed way of life. This 
pattern was typical of the United States a generation ago, and is still 
more or less true of most of the larger societies of Europe. The 

view that “Everyone is doine it. there- 


itjs riglj t. Such a society might be called the 


science 


fore it is O.K . This type of society may be described as a radar 
group, in which the members of the society are constantly trying to 

deterrp jne norms of behavior by seeing what others are doing and 

how others are responding to them, it is typical of what is happening 
in many phases of contemporary American life, in situations in which 
the horizons seem to have been reached, the frontier is gone, and the 
society is settling back into a stage of “getting along together.” 

A cyclical or dynamic pattern of change appears to operate in all 
societies. Ancient Greece in many respects went through these same 
three phases. The traditional period was before the time of Pisistratus 
and Solon in the sixth centnry b.c. The inner-directed period ex¬ 
tended from Solon to Plato in the fourth century b.c. The third, or 
other-directed period was typified by the Hellenistic Age, especially 

from the time of Aristotle to the conquest of the Eastern Mediter¬ 
ranean by Rome. A similar series of changes occnrred in Roman so¬ 
ciety, beginning with the tradition-directed society before the estab¬ 
lishment of the Republic in 509 b.c., to an increasingly inner-directed 
society during the period of the Republic, nntil about the time of 
Julius Caesar, at which time Roman society began to shift more and 
more to an other-directed type of social structnre. 

Of course, these changes do not oecur abruptly in any society, and 
they may affect one level of society faster than another. However, 
Riesman seems to have found some highly significant contrasts be- 
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tween social orientations which are not only relevant for individual 
outlooks within a society but are also descriptive and diagnostic of 
groups as a whole. 

To appreciate some of the differences in communication and ap¬ 
proach to social groups having such diverse orientations, we must 
examine some of these contrasts in greater detail. Though we cannot 
treat all the significant distinctions discussed in The Lonely Crowd, 
there are some of pa rticular import ance for our emphasis upon com¬ 
munication. The 
look toward jast 

looks t o its built-in conscience , and in ^ng other-direc 

“doing all right .” The tradition-directed society is essentially a static 
one, with a stable birth rate over a period of years. The inncr-directed 
society has a rising birth rate and increasing population. The other- 
directed society has begun to settle down. Even though the birth rate 
may be increasing, the total increment has begun to taper off, and 
men are concentrating more on running the machine than on making 
a bigger and better one. Their primary considerations are thus human 
adjustments within the society, rather than adjustment to the world 

outside^.. 
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The primary reasons for these differences are that 
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tradition-directed group looks to myth, the inner-directed society takes 
inspiration from sermons, and the other-directed man may be said to 
seek corresponding help in counseling and psychiatric interviews, 
Actnally, the tradition-directed society is primarily concerned with 
shame when it violates tradition; and the inner-directed person bears 
a load of guilt, whether he is apprehended or not, for his conscience 
is his ward and his master. The other-directed person, on the other 
hand, may be equally anxious about his failures, but the anxiety is of 
of a more diffuse nature and centers about his relations with other 


people. 

Iu the specifically religious context, one may contrast these three 
types of societies and orientations toward society from a number of 
points of view. 
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In terms of our own culture, and within the context of religious 

can describe the inner-directed person as 


practices and behavior, we 
Bible-read in g, given to spontaneous prayer, concerned primarily with 

the content of the message, and sensitive to “divine guidance.” The 
other-directed type of person, on the contrary, is more concerned with 

television watching, responds more to group liturgy, reacts more to 
the personality of the preacher, and seeks for “group guidance. 
While the inner-directed person becomes interested in Christianity 
because of what “the Word of God says,” the other-directed individual 
may be attracted to a church because of its social emphasis and his 
need for “belonging.” He becomes religious because it is what every¬ 
one else is doing, rather than for the motives of the inner-directed 
person, who is religious because to be so is inherently right.® 

Because of these differences in viewpoint, effective communication 
to inner-directed and other-directed persons must be different. The 
inner-directed person, for example, with his relatively strong feeling 
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of guilt, is much more likely to be appealed to by the doctrine of 
substitutionary atonement; while the problems of social maladjust¬ 
ment are so central to the other-directed person's world view that he 
responds more meaningfully to a presentation of God being in Christ 
reconciling the world to Himself, since estrangement is so much a 
part of the other-directed person’s involvement. 

At the same time, “The Bible says . . is fully authoritative to the 
inner-directed person and generally rings a bell of recognition in his 
conscience; but the other-directed person may be more attracted to 
Jesus Christ as the one uniquely divine person in all of history who as 
God meets men personally. The inner-directed person usually works 
up to a crisis in his religious experience, for his strong inner convic¬ 
tions may hold out a long time against the claims of Christ. But once 
he has made up his mind he joins the church to register this commit¬ 
ment. The other-directed person, however, is very likely to join the 
church with few or no personal convictions, but simply because it is 
the thing for respectable persons to do. However, contact with the 
message of the gospel may little by little so influence his total view 
that, almost without realizing what has happened, he becomes truly 
Christian; he then acknowledges Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, with 
all that it means in his total life experience. 

Though there are very evident contrasts between the personal 
inner-directed and other-directed orientations toward social life, the 

distinctions hetween tradition-directed and other-directed societies 

are not so clear. The reason is that in each case the people are look¬ 
ing to other people. In the tradition-directed society they look toward 
people of the distant past, while in the other-directed group people 

look to their contemporaries. At the same time, both types of social 

structures have a “leveling” influence, for the heavy hand of social 
pressure tends to crush any unusual outbursts of nonconformism. In 
both types of societies, for example, there is not too much interest in 
progress or fundamental cultural change, for the traditionalists do not 

any possibility of progress and the other-directed persons do not 
regard progress as worth all the effort. Neither society tends to pro¬ 
duce particularly strong leaders or typical “prima donnas,” for the 
traditionalists do not know where to go and the other-directed indi¬ 
viduals presume that they have gone every place worth going. 

These differences in orientation between tradition-directed and 
other-directed groups mean that in some measure communication of 
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the gospel is and should be different for them. In the case of-tradi¬ 
tionalists, especially those so-called primitive peoples with a typical 
mythological view of the world, one usually communicates more rele¬ 
vantly by beginning with God r then the world, and finally man, These 
are then brought into a meaningful synthesis by explaining the work 
of Jesus Christ. 7 Almost invariably people in primitive and folk soci¬ 
eties want to know about God: What is He like? What has He done? 


Where does He live? How can one know Him? In o ther-directed 
so cieties p ersons u sually become! interested in the Good News if one 
begins with people, their problems and vital needs, and explains that 
these problems can be solved only through knowing God as He is 
revealed in Jesus Christ. Here the order is man, world, and then God, 
but in every instance one points to the uniqueness of God’s revelation 
in His Son. The typical questions of the other-directed person are: 
What is man, anyway? What is the purpose of existence? Why should 
the w orl d be as it is? Is it possible that this wprld was made by God? 
If so, how has He revealed Himself? Many of these questions would 
seem irrelevant to the tradition-directed person, while questious that 
presuppose God's existence seem entirely meaningless to many people 
of an other-directed society. The ultimate truth is the same, but the 
way in which one enters into vital conversations with differently 
oriented peoples often requires special adaptation. 

Similarly, if one wishes to discuss with tradition-directed and other- 
directed persons the importance of following the new way as found 
in Jesus Christ, one must clearly distinguish the approach. To the 
traditionalists one can say: “But there is a better way. Now it has 
been made known. In the past it may have been hinted at by wise 
men, but in these days we have the full truth. Blind adherence to the 
past only leads to a tyranny over one’s ultimate capacities. Only as we 
are freed from the shackles of the past by Jesus Christ, who showed us 
this new way, can we possibly enter i nto the hfc 


the_ways 

not wan ting to commit himself to any. 
You have robbed your life of meaning because you 


To 


er- 


and who rejec 
one can say, 

have refused to commit yourself to anything, much less to God. In 

a sense you have been tyrannized by the crowd, by seeking a guide 
who is as blind as yourself. Moreover, you can't find yourself by losing 
yourself in the group; this can be a very sterile identification, for it is 
just a projection of your own limited self. If you want to find the way, 
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it can be only through Jesus Christ, who is ‘the way, the truth and 
the life,' who not only went ahead as 'the pioneer of our salvation,’ 
but has thus shown us the way in his atoning work on the Cross. By 
reconciling us to God, he has made it possible for us to be His chil¬ 
dren. This is life.” 

It is not to be assumed that all persons within any predominantly 
tradition-, inner-, or other-directed society are essentially the same in 
their responses to the social context. In fact, Ricsman points ont that 
there are three different kinds of reactions to each orientation “type”: 

(1) the adjusted persons, those who “run with the crowd” and who 
are always in the majority in any such system (in fact, they may be so 
overadjusted that they respond with almost unthinking reactions), 

(2) the anomalous persons, those who simply “refuse to run the race,” 
e.g., the bums, alcoholics, and recluses (these occur predominantly in 
the inner-directed society, which puts a high premium on success and 
exacts heavy penalties for failure), and (3) the autonomons individ¬ 
uals, those who insist on “running their own kind of race,” whether 
in a different direction or at their own pace. In a totalitarian society 
these people are the deviationists and the heretics. They arc often 
ahead of their own day and are incorrigibly nonconformist. They do 
not, however, make a fetish of their nonconformity, for those who do 
so find themselves merely in an exclusivist cult. They arc what they 
are, though not as an escape from reality, but as a mode of being their 
fullest selves. They are not preoccupied with trying to measure up to 
the stature of a haunting conscience (which the fully adjusted man 

in the inner-directed society must do) 

anxious fears to others’ estimates of themselves (as an adjusted per¬ 
son in an other-directed society must attempt to do), or with plodding 
along the path of one's ancestors (as in a tradition-directed group). 

As Riesman has carefully pointed out, the future hope of any 
society rests with these autonomous persons, for only in this type of 
individual can there be a creative minority, in Toyubee’s sense, which 
can effectively change the direction of social development. 

These different orientations of society are not relevant merely to 
our large cosmopolitan nations of Western Europe and America. 

Such differences of “social direction” exist in areas all over the world, 
for the impact of rapid social change upon previously tradition-di¬ 
rected societies has resulted in a number of violent social eruptions, 

with all their disastrous consequences for large groups of people. 
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Vilakasi 8 describes the emerging Zulu classes of South Africa iu terms 
of three social types: (1) the traditionalists, (2) the Christians or 
school people,” and (3) the “flotsam and jetsam.” Tire traditionalists 
are those who stay by the old patterns of life and for the most part 
remain in the villages or are at least emotionally tied to them. The 
school people” are those of relatively superior education who are 
trying to adjust to the ways of the predominant culture, namely, the 
white way of life, with its avowedly Christian world view. The “flot¬ 
sam and jetsam,” caught in the cultural squeeze, deny that they 
believe in the indigenous customs and completely repudiate tradi¬ 
tional African authority and leadership. At the same time they have 
refused to assume any responsibility and are often spoken of as “law¬ 
less people who have no heads or addresses.” Not that they are no¬ 
madic wanderers or wandering indigents; their lack of “addresses” is 
a way of saying that they have no cultural homes. These three classes 
ronghly parallel the division into tradition-, inner-, and other-directed 
societies, though the particnlar social context of Zulu life results in 
certain special adaptations. The reasons for the difficulty of simple 
identification with Riesman’s classes is that in South Africa there is a 
mixed social base to begin with, for one must think in terms of two 
conflicting social patterns, not merely one that is iu process of in¬ 
ternal change. 

Despite the fact that we usually sense the strangeness and some¬ 
times the importance of different social structures and their orienta¬ 
tions. we rarely recognize the degree to which these factors infl uence 
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l oyalty . Furthermore, in the pattern of Latin family life the father is 
expected to be more or less the domine ering head of the household, 
though subject to the entreaty of t 
as a mediator 


othem who generall y serves 

as authoritarian father, and the children. 


She thus becomes for the children not only the emotional center of 
the family world, but also the means by which the 
jife” are procured. 
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Moreover, th<j(Virgin}>ecomes identified not only with the personal 
blessings obtainable 

God”; she become s al so a symbol of the w elfa re of the whol e 


and hence se 


as a kind of mother 


rom God through petitioning the “Mother of 

society 

—a religious emblem of the nation (each nation has its patron Virgin), 
the symbol of fertility and blessing, and the object of “survival iden¬ 
tification.” (Witness the pathetic fear of the crowds in San Jose, 

Costa Rica, a few years ago when someone stole the image of the 
national Virgin.) 

(Lgtjn wflmeiU and especially wives and mothers, instinctively feel 
the need for supporting the Roman Church, 

status as wives, by ^not permitting divorc e (under threat of excom¬ 
munication), though it does not exert the same influence against 

s having mistresses by similar threats of excommunication. How¬ 
ever, the earnest and understandable support of the Roman Church 

by women uaturally further enhances the prestige of the Virgin Mary, 
who becomes for them 
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Church. The Church in turn reinforces their status in the home and 

thus helps to preserve the meaning of this female-focused family 

attachment. 
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mother, and Jramiljj, Moreover, any attempt to argue the theological 
presuppositions of doctrines concerning Mary is almost never received 
with objective understanding. Communication on such subjects is 
virtually impossible, overcharged as it is with emotional attachments 
and unrecognized filial loyalties and personality projections. No de¬ 
nunciation of the Virgin’s claims to divine status or of her interme¬ 
diary role can ever convince the average Roman Catholic in Latin 
America that he should instead recognize the uniqueness of Tesug 

ive p rerogatives for worship. Rather, he must be 
introdijced tr/Jesus Chris^in such a way that he recognizes that only 
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Principles of Communication and the Soci<d Structure 

Obviously in view of the fact that the social context not only affects 
the ways in which messages are transmitted, but also involves the 
manner in which they are decoded, the encoding of messages can be 
done effectively only when these social factors in communication are 
considered. The basic principles which may be derived from this study 
of social structure can perhaps best be summarized as follows: 

1. The response to the preaching of the Good News may at times 

reflect a social situation, even more than a religious conviction. 

2. Opposition to the communication of the Christian message 

may be in many instances more social than religious. 

3. Changes in social structure may alter the religious view of 

behavior. 



Communication and Social Structure 

Effective communication follows the patterns of social struc¬ 
ture. 

A relevant witness will incorporate valid indigenous social 
structures. 
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The social motivations for adherence to Christianity are almost 
innumerable. In the village of Lolo in the Cameroun, 9 men who had 
several wives found themselves in considerable trouble, for they dis¬ 
covered that they could uot get a mission name; in other words, they 
could not be baptized. Thus they were prevented from being known 
by the Christian God, who, if only He knew their names, could pre¬ 
vent their lembo (the spirit power in sorcerers) from doing 
harm. However, in order to avail themselves of as much help as pos¬ 
sible from the foreign deity, they urged all the monogamists to be¬ 
come Christians, and the first wives of the polygamists were told to 
become Christians, for certainly God would look favorably upon them 
if they gave Him their first wife. Another reason that prompted some 
men to have their wives become Christians was the belief that 
adultery with a baptized woman would bring serious illness to the 
man commiting it. Hence, when the husband must be away, he is 
sure that there is less likelihood of his wife’s becoming involved in 
extramarital affairs. 

Frequently missionaries insist that opposition to the preaching of 
the Good News is nothing but stubborn religious perversion, the 
result of Satan’s immediate intervention. The truth is that in many 
instances the so-called “Good News” is really not “Good News” to 
the people, especially not for the leadership of a tribe. In one area of 
East Africa the missionary has set himself up with a large establish¬ 
ment, to which have flocked a number of people (in some cases the 
riffraff of the area). For all the people living on this extensive station 

the missionary is the “judge and the chief.” Without realizing exactly 
what he has done, he has actually put himself in direct competition 
with the chiefs in surrounding villages, for anyone who has trouble 
in his own village and is under disciplinary action from the elders 
can run off to the missionary and find asylum. Because of the expand¬ 
ing village that surrounds the missionary’s home, he regards himself 

indigenous mission, for he is at the very center of 

the "native life ” However, he is not there as a prophet, but as a 


as conducting an 
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chief, and the message he brings, not by his words but by his actions, 
is certainly not indigenous. Moreover, the growing opposition as well 
as the continued resistance of the African leaders to this work reflects 
not their rejection of the religious content of the message, but their 
hostility to the social implications, namely, that the missionary is 
becoming the biggest chief of them all, and in so doing is robbing 
the various chiefs of their people. This feeling on the part of African 
leaders is an old one. As far back as 1851, one chief in South Africa 

is quoted as saying: 

I like very much to live with the teachers [i.e., missionaries], if they 
would not take my people, give them to the government, for they are my 
people. . . . Is it God who tells you to do so? I do not like your method 
of breaking up the kraal. Let the believing Kaffir look to his own country¬ 
men, and not go away, but teach others. 

Changes in society, especially as they affect social relations, inevi¬ 
tably tend to shift the religious values in behavior. Among the Kakas 
in the early days adultery was punished by death, and the clan or 
family concerned was purified by the blood of a sacrificed chicken. 
When the French took over, adultery became a sin, like many others, 
with a fixed penalty, including a fine and jail sentence—which meant 
being kept from heterosexual activity. The adulterer himself was the 
only one who suffered. It was no longer a matter that concerned the 
tribe as a whole, and it soon lost its religious implications. Thus sin 
became “materialized” by the payment of fines, and the religious 
background of behavior was quite altered. 

The fact that effective communication within any social context 
must inevitably follow the social structure seems quite evident. How¬ 
ever, what has happened in a particular instance in the Huichol tribe 
of Mexico may add certain significant insights. A young man, Roman 
Diaz, who became a Christian a few years ago, has become inter¬ 
ested in evangelizing his neighbors. With the instruction of the 
missionary, he has made himself particularly useful to his own people 
by learning some simple remedies for easily diagnosed illnesses. He 
dispenses medicines for such ailments and has developed quite a 
reputation as a new kind of “medicine man.” When people come to 
him for medicines, he follows the standard routine used by the tradi¬ 
tional medicine man, who never treats a patient unless, after con- 
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vcrsation of an hour or more, he and his patient have established just 
how they are related through birth or marriage. The Huichols are a 

relatively small tribe, with a long tradition of marriage only within 
their group and great emphasis upon genealogies, so that sooner or 
later one can establish his relationship to virtually every other mem¬ 
ber of the tribe. After thus establishing social ties, the new medicine 

man diagnoses the illness and prescribes the medicines, which he then 
dispenses. The patients almost always arrange to stay around for a 
few days to see how they fare and whether they need further treat¬ 
ment. During this period the “Christian medicine man” takes a good 
deal of time to chat informally with all those who wish to hear. 
Moreover, much of this instruction he gives in traditional forms 
of chanting, which have a high theological and didactic content. 
Little by little he is making a significant impact upon a highly “de¬ 
fensive” group of people. From the point of view of communication 
his methods are more effective than those of a typical foreign medical 
doctor, who would set up a clinic and as a specialist leave all the 
religious instructions to the “theologically trained personnel.” For in 
Huichol culture healing and religion go together, and religious in¬ 
struction should be given by the medicine man himself if it is to be 
given credence. 

An effective church always incorporates into its strncture the valid 
indigenous forms of social organization. This is not syncretism, but 
indigenization, the invariable and necessary means of making the 
Good News relevant in any community. Marie F. Reyburn, in an 
analysis of one area in Ecuador, South America, outlines a number of 
social features of the Quechua culture which can be incorporated 
with profit into an evangelistic witness to the total community: 
(1) the use of kinship groups (by incorporating the systems of god¬ 
fathers and godmothers into the Protestant church); (2) the election 
of heads of families as church leaders (this is the present pattern of 

in which the male heads of families are responsible for 

community functions and affairs, including fiestas); (3) the 
use of more elaborate 
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Indian life 


vanous 


ceremonies, e.g., in baptism and marriage 

(since these are at present so important in the Christo-pagan reli¬ 
gious system); (4) the sponsorship of liquor-free fiestas (as a legiti¬ 
mate means for social expression and community solidarity); and 

(5) the development of co-operatives for group enterprises (this is a 



i?6 


Message and Mission 


traditional pattern of Indian community life, and could be effectively 
carried out by Christian congregation). 


integral part of the social structure in which 
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CHAPTER 


The Dynamics of Communication 


For we all make many mistakes, and if any 
one makes no mistakes in what he says he is 
a perfect man, able to bridle the whole body 
also. If we put bits into the mouths of horses 
that they may obey us, we guide their whole 
bodies. Look at the ships also; though they are 
so great and are driven by strong winds, they 
are guided by a very small rudder wherever the 
will of the pilot directs. So the tongue is a 
little member and boasts of great things. How 
great a forest is set ablaze by a small firel And 
the tongue is a fire. The tongue is an unright¬ 
eous world among our members, staining the 
whole body, setting on fire the cycle of nature, 
and set on fire by hell. . . . With it we bless 
the Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, 
who are made in the likeness of God. 

—James 3:2-6,9 


Up to the present point we have discussed communication in terms 
of a more or less static set of circumstances. But communication must 
also be viewed as a force, for information is power. On the strictly 
interpersonal level, information has a tremendous dynamic, for not 
only are people powerfully attracted by it (whether it is gossip or 
new theories of astrophysics); they also insist on spreading news with 
a surprising velocity. As startling news travels it seems to create a void 
before its path by virtue of contrast with other information. As it 
moves into this void, it develops increased momentum and within a 
short time can spread itself out over an astonishing area. 
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s is governed by three principal 


ine potential n r any 

factory : (1) the unexpectedness of the announcement (a statemeut 
that the sun rose this morning has much less dynamic than the news 
that the President has had a heart attack); (2) the proximity of the 
event (a disastrous flood in Japan gets much less news coverage in a 
home town paper than the drowning of a well-known local business 
man); and (3) the value of such information to the participants in 
the communication (the discovery of uranium deposits in northern 
Canada is not so electrifying to housewives in Muskogee, Oklahoma, 

F s au unprecedented sale of new frocks in the local department 
tore). 

The power of information can scarcely be exaggerated, even when 

it concerns the rise and fall of civilizations. For the most part we 
usually discuss these major sociopolitical changes in terms of the 
development of new inventions or the tapping of new natural re¬ 
sources, when a nation is rising in power, and in terms of such catas¬ 
trophes as war, pestilence, and the failure of natural resources when 
nations fall. However, one must also recognize the significance of 
information, in its broadest sense, as a vital factor. Inventions are in 


themselves essentially matters of information, for it is not the mate¬ 
rial substance that goes into a machine, but information about how 
to make and operate it which is really important. A system of political 
and legal iustitutions, such as Rome bequeathed to the ancient world, 
was primarily information. The dynamic of Christianity was likewise 
centered in a new kind of communication, even as the resurgence in 
China today is primarily sparked by a new set of concepts which have 
been communicated to the people. On the other hand, when soci¬ 
eties disintegrate or collapse, it is not always because physical re¬ 
sources have given ont; it may be because the people suffer the intel¬ 
lectual boredom of no more “worlds to conquer” or the social fatigue 
that comes from a monotonous and humdrum existence. Many 
primitive societies that exist in a state of almost complete equilibrium 
reflect a relatively low level of development because there are few 
challenges of new information from the outside, and, on the inside, 
there are no Joneses for anyone to keep up with, since there is no one 
Jones who has much more information than any other Jones in the 
tribe. 
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Nativistic Movements 

Some of the most instructive examples of the power of information 
are to be found in the study of the so-called “nativistic movements” 
among primitive peoples. They demonstrate not only the power of 
information, but also the ways in which this power affects the com¬ 
munity and is channeled, diverted, and at last largely dissipated. .The 
s pecific nature and characteristics of anv nativistic mov e men t depend 

very largely up on the local circums 
to be responses to the intensity of the frustration and pressures which 
beset a people. These varions stages and types may be described aT 
(1) general breakdown of the socioreligious structure; (2) intense 
socioeconomic pressures; (3) frustration of desires; and (4) disilliy 

sionment and boredom. * 

In many parts of Africa the people have experienced in varying 
degrees a socioreligious breakdown of the older patterns of life. 

in the multiple agencies of church, school, and medicine, 

has eroded away much of the distinctly religious aspect of the tradi¬ 
tional life, and the intense urbanization and dislocation of people for 
purposes of work (whether in mines, plantations, or factories) have 
destroyed many of the older social norms. As a result Africans 

felt compelled to try to/reorganize lif e) around new rnnre pi- 

ree principal emphases have"been adopted: (1) millenarian 

hopes for a new day, (2) healing by magical means, and (3) witch-j 
craft. 


ut the main types seem 


ve 


and 


values. 


The particular ways in which these themes have been woven to¬ 
gether by different groups have produced, so me. bizarre results. The 
different movements—there are more thaff 2,000 di 
Christian and pseudo-Christian groups 
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rent indepe ndent 

rica, not to mem 
y registered with the government— 
as Zionist and Ethiopian, following L. P. 

are those typified by emphasis on 
healing by native medicines, the use of old-style diviners, the local 
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“prophet,” and the detection of witches by elaborate ordeals. These 
Zionist groups emphasize the past and appeal primarily to the rural 
people. The Ethiopian type of movement concentrates on internal 
political organization and follows the “chief type” of structure. It 
makes great promises of material goods to the people and builds its 
strength largely in the cities, where the people are more politically 
minded. The Zionist movement can be characterized as a valiant 
attempt to find reinforcements from the past in order to stem the tide 
of the future; while the Ethiopian type of movement is aimed at rally¬ 
ing the people around a new political standard (since the traditional 
village chiefs have no power in the cities) and to make use of new 
techniques and modern means of coping with deteriorating circum¬ 
stances. In these movements there is often a distinctly new syncretistic 
religious element, in which an African is proclaimed a prophet for the 
Negro world, paralleling Moses for the Jews, Christ for the Euro¬ 
peans, and Mohammed for the Arabs. 

When life becomes utterly nnbearable because of intense socio¬ 
economic pressures, people may “explode” in a series of violent reac¬ 
tions against the powers that be. Such an explosion occurred in the 
late nineteenth century in the United States, when the Indians of the 
West had been pushed off their land, had seen the wild game almost 
exterminated, and were facing starvation. At this time the so-called 
Ghost Dance movement began. It promised the Indian people the 
retnrn of the ghosts of their ancestors as allies in the forthcoming 
fight to rid the country of the white man. The people were promised 
miraculous immunity to the white man’s bullets and the ultimate 
triumph of their cause under circumstances which would bring back 
the aboriginal way of life—this time better than ever, for it would be 
free from death, disease, and misery. There was a certain moral char¬ 
acter to this movement, for many of the leaders insisted that the 
Indians were suffering privations because they had departed from the 
teachings of their fathers and had been corrupted by the white man's 
ways, and especially by his liquor. This movement was doomed from 
the beginning, but in desperation the people invoked the super¬ 
natural resources which for them were the only possible way of 
escape. They did not seek to acquire the white man’s possessions or 
power. They wanted only to restore the old way. However, despite the 
evident folly of such an undertaking, and even some of the disastrous 
defeats at the beginning, thousands of Indians became completely 
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caught up in the Ghost Dance movement, so powerful was this new 
set of concepts and promises made in a time of despair. 

Many nativistic movements are not the result of a complete break¬ 
down requiring a general reorientation, or of an actual state of threat¬ 
ened annihilation, but reflect the people’s desire for new things, 
advantages, and prestige. The Cargo Cults in Melanesia, beginning 
as far back as 1892 and continuing in varying forms almost to the 
present time (the most famous outbreak was the Vailala madness in 
1919), reflected the people’s intense envy of the white man’s posses¬ 
sions. Since magic coercion has been a dominant element in Melane¬ 
sian religion, it is not strange that the people conceived the answer 
to the problem of acquiring the white man’s immense material 
advantages to be the arrival of a promised ship, filled with all sorts of 
miraculous cargo for the people, even machine guns with which the 
white people could be killed or driven away. Such a cargo would 
produce a kind of millennium for the people; they would not have to 
work any more, but merely enjoy their magically obtained wealth. In 

some of these Cargo Cult movements, Christianity was expressly re¬ 
jected, but in others certain Christian features were incorporated. 
The hysterical seizures of the people (often regarded as madness) 
when they received messages from the spirits—messages which re¬ 
peatedly reassn red them of the coming cargo—were a strictly indige¬ 
nous form of religious expressionr 

^ .• > 

When there i?Tphysical deprivation, people try to kill their op- 

■ • 1% ^ 1 

pressors (as in the Ghost Dance movement in the United - States); 

when there i$ psychological deprivation,, people choose one of two 
ways out: (1) 'a stimulant, such as“ the Cargo Cnlts, which offers 

millennial h opes of success, or (2) an opiate, by which people can 
“escape from it all.""The peyote cult in the United States spread as 
more or less of a religious opiate. As a relief from the cultural stagna¬ 
tion aud boredom of complete psychological deprivation—at a time 
when the old patterns of life had passed away and there was no 

chance of reviving them—many Indians found solace in the chewing 
of the peyote bean, which comes from a small cactus grown in 
northern Mexico. This drug induced amazing visions, with bright 
kaleidoscopic visions of color, and a general sense of euphoria. Many 
Indians interpreted the peyote as being the Holy Spirit, and for them 
peyote became a focal element in the “Native American Church”; 
but the other paraphernalia of cowhide, rattle, and thunderbird 
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were strictly indigenous, and the staff, with some suggestion of adap¬ 
tation of the cross, became a fully composite symbol. Some of these 
symbols provided Indians with a veneer of prestigeful associations, 
while the other features seemed to provide, at least for a time, some 
of the raison d'etre which people must have in order to exist. Other 
Indians, who were not interested in the peyote cult, drifted often into 
habitual alcoholism as the best escape from psychological deprivation. 
However, this alcoholic escape was not religiously organized and in¬ 
stitutionalized as it was among many Indians in Latin America. 

Despite the enormous burst of social 
nativistic movements, these developments arc almost always very 
short lived, for (1) 
a ttempt 
co m pen 

movements peter out very 
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Indigenous Christian Movements 
In comparison with so-called nativistic movements, we may ask 
ourselves whether indigenous Christian movements are actually dif¬ 
ferent, and if so, why. In answering these questions, the development 
among the Tzeltals in southern Mexico provides a useful basis for 
discussion. Prior to the religious awakening of the last ten years, any 
attempt at cultural improvement among the Tzeltals was completely 
ineffective because of the widespread use of black magic. People were 
afraid to improve their lot appreciably for fear that jealous neighbors 
would cast a spell on them. The brujo , a combination of medicine 
man and sorcerer (which was uppermost depending upon his particu¬ 
lar assignment at the time), constituted an antisocial menace who 
dominated the socioreligious life, largely for his own benefit and by 
means of debilitating fear. At the same time, the material resources of 
the people were dissipated largely through drunken fiestas, conducted 
under the auspices of the Christo-pagan religious system. As a result, 
the people were desperately poor, fearful of change, and incapable 
of making any appreciable alterations in their system; for, in addition 
to the internal tensions, there were always the outside pressures of the 
mestizo population, which owned the coffee land in the area and 
depended very largely on a cheap supply of labor. And the laborers 
could often be gotten even cheaper if plied with liquor and placed 
under obligation through debts. 
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Into this situation came missionaries with new information which 
proved to be a completely liberating force. One of the first things 
people learned was that black magic did not have the power attrib¬ 
uted to it, for those who became believers were seen to be liberated 

from its force. They also found that the new kinds of medicines 
being distributed by the missionary and her nurse companion were 
much more beneficial than the concoctions of the brujo. Moreover, 
the medicines were always given in a religious context, for there was 
always prayer for the individual patient. In the third place, this Good 
News of reconciliation with God and confessing of sins to Him also 
meant confessing one’s faults and injuries against others, including 
the asking of forgiveness. The result was the reconciliation of family 
groups and the wiping out of long-standing grievances which had 
paralyzed social interaction. Furthermore, this new faith was made 
to serve certain crucial needs through Christian festivals for the clear¬ 
ing of the land and the harvesting of crops. Moreover, there was a 
liberating force in education, for the people soon began to learn to 
read and as a result could not only read the Bible, but could also 

protect their rights in contracts and land agreements. All this devel¬ 
opment stimulated the building of schools for the children with local 
financial resources; for now the people had more money than ever 
before, since they worked harder and no longer dissipated their earn¬ 
ings in economically useless ways, but saved and spent more wisely. 

An important reason for this accomplishment was that the com¬ 
munication of the message had been (1) in th e people's own lan - 
guage (previous attempts in evangelization of the area had been tried 
through Spanish and interpreters); (2) through the us e of indi 
media, such as the preparation o f a series of ten 
tained the basic elements of Christian teaching (people who wanted 
to become Christians would ask the Christians to teach them to 

sing); and (3) explanations of Biblical truths were communicated to 

in. cultural contexts which were meaningful Te^g., the 
explanation of how people are saved by the “ blood of Tesu 

ices of using 
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In this development, which has resulted in a rapidly growing 
Tzeltal church of more than 5,000 members within a period of about 
ten years (though the initial learning of the language by the mission¬ 
ary and the groundwork took additional time), the basic features are: 
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(1) new content for certain old institutions, e.g., clearing and har¬ 
vesting festivals; (2) a new orientation toward the totality of life, 
with complete allegiance to this radical change in values; and (3) the 
uudoubted working of the Spirit of God in this program, for despite 
all the sociological circumstances propitious to some change, this 
radical displacement of the old in favor of the new could not have 
taken place as a result of merely human factors or natural forces. 
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Circumstances Favorable to the Development 

of Indigenous Christian Movements 
It is obvious that certain circumstances are far more favorable than 


others to the development of Christian response to the message of the 
Good News in Christ. The favorable factors are usually: (1) a society 
i njrocess of chan ge (a society which is more or less in equilibrium is 

much more diflic ulFto change and harder to direct than one already 

new social erouo- 


expenencing some change, of whatever kind); (2) n< 
in gs (before stratification of a society sets in, the people are much 


more likely to respond to outside information); ( 3 ). the recognition 


o f unmet needs, whether for health , social s ecurit 
weltare; and (4) the novelt y of the c 
^aU^nge a group winch regards the proposed solution as 

Information has its greatest power when it is novel and fresh JT - " 55 " 

Though these factors, as stated in general terms, hold for various 
types of societies, one must recognize that in a certain sense all soci¬ 
eties are in process of change, even though the change may be slight. 
Moreover, while in some parts of a social structure conditions may 
not be favorable, in other segments of the society one may find pre¬ 
cisely the conditions that are most propitious. In this phase of our 
analysis, however, it is important to remember the differences between 
the urban heterogeneous society, for which different rates of change 
on different levels may well be true, and the homogeneous folk 
society, which is more likely to be favorable or unfavorable as a 
whole, and not in terms of class segments. In some of the more 
primitive societies, certain groups which may be nearer to the outside 
world, and therefore under more socioeconomic pressure, may be 
more favorable to the Good News. On the other hand, they are some¬ 
times the very ones who think that they have been exposed to this 
solution before, and having rejected it once, they see no point in 
accepting it now. 
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enge (it is very difficult to 
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The^ history.-of-eh«aggJn any society is never a steady upward 
progress^TuT usually reflects several stages in a process which Anthony 

italization.” 2 Wallace speaks of five principal 

steps: (1) steady state, (2) period of individual stress, (3) period of 
cultural distortion, (4) revitalization, and (5) new steady state. When 
the problems are especially acute and the reactions severe, these types 
of changes can also be described in terms of energy expenditure and 

may be diagrammed as follows: 


Wallace calls 
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In this diagram the first steady state, with just enough energy expendi¬ 
ture to keep things running more or less smoothly, is followed by one 
of severe challenge, such as occurred in the case of the Indians of 

the Western United States during the last century. This challenge 
culminated in heroic, though futile, efforts at survival. It is at the 
peak of this first “hill” of energy expenditure that one gets the 
nativistic movements, especially of the more violent type. After this 
stage there is usually a period of defeat and disillusionment, involving 
a good deal of cultural distortion and displacement. At the bottom 
of this valley one finds the bizarre cults and escapist sects, including 
also alcoholism, with or without religious sanctions. After this period 
of disillusionment, the social group, provided it is still intact, usually 
begins a period of revitalization or readjustment to the pressures, 
and in so doing finds this time some positive, rather than negative, 
solutions. At last, a new plateau is reached and life levels off again. 

Sometimes this response pattern can be accomplished within a 
single generation, but not infrequently it takes three generations; 
for the first generation ends with frustration, the second generation 
spends its time largely in disillusionment, and the third makes a new 
adjustment. This progression has certainly been the story with several 
of the Indian groups in the United States. An effective Christian ap¬ 
proach to such groups can be made most successfully wheu the society 
is on the upgrade, whether toward an initial challenge, or later, in 
the process of revitalization, after some measure of defeat. When on 
the downgrade, the society as a whole has usually lost mueh of its 
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sense of corporate responsibility. At that stage, people are more likely 
to respond as individuals than as social groups. 


Factors Which Provide the Initial Impulse for Christian Movements 

Having viewed some of the basic characteristics of the devel¬ 
opment and decline of some indigenous movements, it is impor¬ 
tant to note briefly some of the specific factors which seem to 
provide the initial impulse, or which may be said to “trigger'’ 
Christian movemeuts. Oue often discovers that the initial dynamic 
of a Christian movement is reflected in a release from fear. The vast 
majority of Haitian coverts to Protestant Christianity—most voo- 
dooists also regard themselves as good Roman Catholics, and hence 
no conversion process is thought possible or relevant—indicate that 

one of the important motivations for becoming a “believer” is release 
from the fears of black magic. Voodoo practitioners first conceded 
that their medicines had no power over the Protestant missionaries, 
then admitted that they could not affect the Haitian believer. This 
admission, and often complaint, proved to be an important reason 
for many people to desert voodooism. Those who have not personally 
experienced such a release from fear can scarcely appreciate what it 
means for a man to find himself suddenly released from the prison 
of his own constant worries. One man, for example, as a boy had 
been given a small bottle of red fluid. At the request of his father, 
a medicine man had prepared this “soul bottle” for the boy, and had 
told him that as long as the liquid remained in the bottle, i.e., as 
long as the bottle was unbroken or the liquid did not escape from 
the carefully sealed opening (it had been daubed with wax and tied 
with string and covered with cloth), the boy would live. But once 
the liquid was gone, the boy would die. For years he had treasnred 

this “soul bottle,” not only as the symbol of his life, but as the very 

condition of his existence. But at last he had discovered that his 
soul was not in a bottle but in the hands of God, who was not bent 
on terrifying him but who wanted to show him His love. The ex¬ 
perience of this man, and thousands of others like him, explains some¬ 
thing of the dynamic quality in the Haitian movement toward 

Protestant Christianity. 

The dynamic “push” in some indigenous Christian movements is 
provided by a sense of history. People realize that they are 
body”—not just people, but chosen by God, with a purpose for their 


some- 
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existence and a place in history. It is significant that the Old Testa¬ 
ment passage most quoted in the New Testament is Psalms 110:1, 

“The Lokd said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right hand, until I 
make thine enemies thy footstool.” For the Christians of the first 
ceutury this verse meant not only the divine validation of their Lord 
and Master, but the fact that in the end he would triumph over all 
enemies, and that they, as his followers, would realize their divine 
destiny. Often people initially respond to the Good News because it 
provides new goals—a new kind of kingdom on earth, in which the 
will of God is pre-eminent. In still other situations it seems that the 
very growth of a movement is in itself a dynamic force, for the in¬ 
creased numbers of people in any organization do uot necessarily 
mean merely arithmetical increase of strength; in many instances 
groups exhibit a kind of growth in geometric proportion, for as they 
grow they increase their dynamic strength by the square of their 
numerical iucrease. In other words, doubling the size means quadru¬ 
pling the power, for people respond to others not as mere additions, 

but as re-inforcements of the initial drive. 
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in the Growth of Christian Movements 
In the growth of Christian movements there are always a host of 
internal problems. They usually center about three basic difficulties: 

at once or 


In 


according to some strict sequence; (2) the usurping of control by 
foreigners; and (7) the diverting of a movement toward 
o r unworthy goals. When confronted with a dramatic response to the 
gospel, there has often been a tendency for missionaries to think 
that everything must be taught to the people all at once, and that 
without thorough instruction no one should be permitted to “ad- 

to church membership. There is, of course, some sound 
reasoning in such caution, for in some situations the church has been 
packed by people whose motives were suspect and whose under¬ 
standing was faulty. On the other hand, an even more tragic mistake 
is to try to do everything at once, or to insist that people who do 
not understand much of the content of the message must pass along 
by certain prescribed stages (like the order in Masonry) in order to 

be fully accredited believers, even though their loyalties have been 
won 


era 


vance 


to Christ. As McGavran has pointed out so well, 3 a distinction 

must be made between discipling and teaching. One must make 
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eveiy effort to “process” the new converts as quickly as possible, while 
the fires of their new loyalties are burning brightly and their euthusi- 
asm is sufficient to see them through some of the inevitable radical 
changes and adjustments. It is quite true that in most people’s 
movements illiteracy is high and Biblical knowledge is low. Never¬ 
theless, such groups are unusually stable, rooted in the indigenous 
culture—a natural bridge for communication to others—and have 
remarkable possibilities for growth, if within the first generation there 
has been a dynamic and vigorous thrust in the direction of the church. 
It is this crucial first impulse which must he carefully guarded aud 
properly employed if the fullest results are to be realized. 

In many circumstances it is almost inevitable that missionaries 
should feel that they are the ones best able to take over the leadership 
of people’s movements. They feel that that is what they were trained 
for and the reason for their being in the field. On the other hand, 

it is significant that a high percentage of mass movements toward 
Christianity have actually been sparked by people who were once 
removed from the mission station context, usually persons thoroughly 
bicultural or completely accepted in the local situatiou. For example, 
in the Meo area of Laos, among the Tobas of northern Argentina, 
and in the Harris movement in West Africa, the immediate drive 
was sparked not by the missionaries, but by indigenous leadership. 
It may be argued that even though the people themselves are best 
able to make the initial communication, they are not sufficiently 
prepared for the follow-up. In a sense this is true; but at the same 
time, if the movement is “decapitated” by removing the indigenous 
leadership from its position of dynamic thrust, it may come to a halt. 
Apparently one reason for the steady advance of the spiritual revival 
which has been spreading for some thirty years in East Africa (includ¬ 
ing areas of Uganda, Kenya, Tanganyika, Ruanda-Urundi, and 
Congo), is the fact that missionaries who shared some of the iuitial 
sparkiug of the movement have been careful not to control it. 
Some contend that certain aspects of this development have been 
undesirable. Nevertheless, it is probably one of the longest, most 
sustained movements on the mission field. 

Another inevitable problem is the tendency to divert a people’s 
movement to some peripheral or unworthy goal. Sometimes such a 
goal takes the form of a crusade against some particular indigenous 
custom, so that the Good News about Jesus Christ turns out to be. 
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“bad news about monogamy.” Sometimes hindrances are put in the 
way by concentration on such side issues as lobola, the paying of the 
bride-price, which many missionaries no longer regard as antithetical 

to Christianity. In still other instances, missionaries have introduced 
denominational disputes, which may have had relevance a century 
ago in certain areas of the United States, but are completely irrele¬ 
vant to the life of the Filipinos in Panay, the Congolese in northeast 
Congo, and the Chontals of Tabasco. 

are always too small to be a proper 
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Frfgrn/t 7 Opposition to the Growth of Christian Movements 

The results of communication of the Christian faith iu any area 
are normally followed by one of five patterns of reaction: (1) almost 
complete rejection, (2) indifference, (3) slow but steady acceptance 
by a small minority, (4) rapid acceptance by a fast growing group, 
and (5) acceptance by one group and strong resistance or fanatical 
opposition by another. In terms of our immediate concern with 
certain problems of communication dynamics as related to external 
opposition, we are primarily concerned with the fifth, or last type. 
Though in many instances the social structure of the society is such 
that a dissenting minority is permitted to grow without opposition, 
there is usually a reaction in the majority group, and often it is 
violent. The opposition, however, usually goes through three phases:' 
(1) strong violent persecution, often including the killing of new 
believers and the destruction of property; (2) toleration of the 
remaining believers after the first flush of persecution has died down, 
but general ostracism and exclusion of them from social functions; 
aud {3) admission of the minority to a limited number of fuuctions, 
with gradual acceptance and reincorporation into the society. 

In the first stage, the extent of violence is more or less directly 
proportionate to the real or imagined insecurity of the people and 
the extent to which they prize their homogeneity. In general, 
such attitudes are much stronger in face-to-face societies than in 
others. The toleration which follows in the second stage is similar 
to the way in which a society treats lepers. They are not utterly 
expelled, but they are shunned, avoided, and—for all practical pur¬ 
poses—disowned. However, if there are no outside influences to whip 

up recurrences of persecution, a majority in any community usually 
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outgrow their hostile attitudes, for, after all, these people have pre¬ 
viously been “members of the family/' In the last stage there is a 
tendency to reabsorb such persons into the social group. In Mexico 
the Protestants in a number of small towns have suffered bitter per¬ 
secution at various times, but in a number of instances they have been 
reincorporated. In one village the Roman Catholic majority, which 
had suffered from a succession of irresponsible local treasurers who 
made off with the town funds, especially during fiesta time, decided 
to elect a Protestant treasurer of the town, largely because they knew 
that he never drank and that he had a reputation for being reliable. 
He accepted the post, and after the usual fiesta celebrations, the city 
fathers discovered, much to their amazement, that all the bills 
were paid and none of the money was missing. As a result, this 
treasurer was later elected mayor of the town. 

Of course, it is possible for persecution to be so long and severe 
as virtually to eliminate the minority cause, as happened in Spain and 
Belginm during the Inquisition. However, when the opposition is 
not able to destroy the minority, but is sufficiently intense to force 
the new believers together into a strong social strncture, per seen tion 
can advance the commnnication of the message, particularly if at 
the same time the minority cause wins the sympathy of people in 
general. For example, the persecution of the church in Madagascar 
duriug the nineteenth century, and the strong opposition to the 
Evangelical community in Ethiopia during the Second World War 
and in Colombia, South America, during a recent political upheaval, 
resulted in a consolidation and advance of the Christian movement. 
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The Cooling Off of Christian Movements 
Once a Christian movement has reached its peak of expansion, 
instead of maintaining a high plateau of spiritual life and activity 
it normally tends to “cool off/' Not that the people return to the 
same level of religious response as before the “revival” or “move¬ 
ment”; but they may well become “lnkewarm” about the new faith. 
There is nothing essentially strange about this reaction; it is typical 
of all human movements, religious or otherwise. They all follow, in 

one way or another, the second law of thermodynamics, namely, that 

temperature tends to fall. This second law, often spoken of as the 

is ^ supplementa ry to the first Jaw, generally called - 

thej aw of conservation of energy. 
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In any human movement entropy sets in for a number of reasons. 


In the first place, there is a tendency towar d the pi ssipati 


Each rpan goes his own way , and thus without some organization to 

effect common goals the whole movement seems to collapse, almost 
like a burst bubble. To prevent this rapid entropy or dissipation of 
energy, people always seek to organize in order to give the movement 

direction and to 


ined strength. Jil 1 this is very 


o 


well, but it mnst be remembered that it also takes energy to keep an 
organization running. Many good movements have been killed by 
overorganization. Too much organization robs a movement of the 
energy necessary for a continned npward surge, and may discourage 
new bursts of energy from unexpected sources, since the very channel¬ 
ing of energy tends to prevent individuals from starting out on their 

own. In Latin America some significant Evangelical Indian movements 
have been ruined by an organization so complex that it consumed 
most of the energy available. Many co-operative church movements 
which have expended most of their energy in making the wheels go 
round have come to a similar end. 


-r 


efficie nt as it ofte n is. ca n also contribute greatly to entropy,_for in the 


v ery process o f m appi ngout a future course one must predict just hoy 

and whe re c ertain ev ents wiltTake place .^Unless, therefore, one builds 
into a svste 


reat deal of flexibility 


jTpfOgfam which for all practical pur¬ 
poses dictates where and how the Spirit of God must work for the 
next five to ten years. 

Another source of entropy, or cause for “cooling off. 


s, one win ena wi 


is the fact 


that the original information loses it s po wer because it becomes old. 


and commonplace^ As noted in Chapter 4, it loses its dynamic 

because news is converted into behavior, and behavior into habit. 

The habit can be very efficient, but it can also become quite irrelevant 

custom. Similar ly, faith tends to bec ome jxeed r and creed 
ends up as mere recitati on^ There is~no doubt that ritual has its 
value, for it acts to conserve the “energy” of the original communica¬ 
tion. But at the same time that it becomes ritual, it also tends to 
become habit, and as such has less dynamic or impact. One extreme 
of ritual entropy is the Latin Mass, which originally carried a good 
deal of information; but it is now pure mystery, with an entirely 
differeut kind of information, the appeal of which lies in its habitual 
emotional stimulus and not in its relevance to the issues of human 
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behavior. On the other hand, P gnterntfal out bursts nf emotion, in¬ 
cluding violent dancing, scream ing, spe aking in tongues, and hysteria 
are quite ritualized, de spite their apparent informality. Actually, the 
timing of such events and the persons who will participate are rela¬ 
tively predictable once a particular congregration and its manner of 
worship are known. The fact that Pentecostal congregrations seem 
to know quite well when they are all to quit praying aloud is evidence 
of the ritualized forms. It is also true that the Pentecostal ontbursts. 


though they have great information (in their technical sense) 
when they first occur in any congregation or community, soon lose 

s_ normally 


their dynamic. It is for this reason that 
bring in o ne outside ev 

ducflon of new “information”-and---energy” 
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e motional tensi on be sustain ed. 

^Information) may not merely grow old; it may also lose its distinc¬ 
tiveness by syncretism. That is to say, as information concerning 
some new belief spreads out, it tends (j^ tfl collect cognate or related 
ideas and (2I to be accommodated to the ideas with which it is in 
compe titio ny Its spread may be facilitated by making it similar to ideas 
already current, but at the same time the lessening of its distinctive¬ 
ness also cuts down its dynamic. This is what has happened in the 
spread of Roman Catholicism among the Indian populations of 
Latin America. At present there is in many regions a complete syn¬ 
cretism which some of the best elements in Roman Catholicism 


ier, for nnly ^ by the intro- 


high pitch of 


can a 


(e.g., the Maryknoll Fathers) have completely repudiated and are 
working against. In the same way, Unitarianism began as a “Christian 
church," but its orientation became less and less Christian (for if 
Christ is not the Second Person of the Trinity, he is not the focal 

point of faith). Finally, the Unitarians have dropped the design a tiou 
of “Christian church,” for their ideological base has been redefined. 
In some instances entropy increases rapidly because theoriginal 

be entirel y too limi ted. At times 
they may even be s trictly negative. This has been the* case with 

certain aspects of ultra-F u n da men tails m, for the tendency to contend 
with the brethren, rather than “contending for the faith,” has caused 
some of the previous strong supporters of the conservative position 
to dissociate themselves from the movement. No matter how worthy 
may be his motives, a person cannot wage a conflict successfully 
and with the full support of others unless the ultimate goals are more 


oals of the movement 
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ion: normal 


than conflict. 




an 


people are never content unless they are building and creating, for 
we are made in the image of God, not of Satan. 

Another factor often involved in this “cooling off” is tha t of failur e 

c hange whi ch may follow t he mo ve- 

untho ught of contact with 

flip onKirlp wnrlf] , This was the case in one movement in 
which began in a very isolated area and spread rapidly with all kinds 
of religious fervor and promise. After a few years this movement 
became organized within the patterns of a denominational church, 
aud those who formerly felt the responsibility for going out to evan¬ 
gelize now settled down and relaxed, feeling that the duly elected 
officers of the church should care for this responsibility. But in addi¬ 
tion to this kind of “cooling off,” the community was suddenly 
plunged into contact with the outside world. 


o anticiDate 


meat, bringing the people into previously 


ICO 


il ind ustry decided 

igKway 

into the area and brought in machinery, outside personnel, etc. This 

was inevitably accompanied by people who came in to capitalize on 

vices. It was about this time 


that this area_jwa&-a, likely place,for drilling; they opene 


that several of the most pro mising peo ple of the local church drifted 


awa 


eDU 


ears before. Apparently, since no 
one had anticipated this contact with The "evils of civilization, the 
church life had been developed in such a way as to relate to the 
peasant life of the people in their mountain fastness, and no provision 
had been made to forewarn and prepare them for an encounter with 
the world outside. As 

had heard about t he, evils of t he world, but when the oil rfreiTcame 

_ _ ■■■___ ■ ' * — ■ -- — .. ■ .J 

They saw the worl d close up.” They^ fell away because they were- 
uuprepared~for it. . 


said later 


we 


p"- 


TrODaDTjTTn a good many of the isolated communities where mis- 

sionary work is being done, there is a tendency to treat people as 
though they are always to continue being isolated; and although 
they may not suffer a sudden contact with the outside world such 
as the above, they are nevertheless going to inevitably be brought 
into contact with outside influences for which the younger genera¬ 
tion is not being adequately prepared through the church. 

Perhaps the quickest way for a movement to “cool off” is for the 
people to discover that the goal has disappeared.or that it has been 
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reached. Without a goal 

The March of Dimes movement almost came to such an end. After 
the development of the Salk vac due and the apparent triumph over 
poliomyelitis, the leaders found that they had to add the conquest 
of other diseases to their goal, and especially such diseases as would 
appeal to mothers, who had constituted the principal money raisers. 
America has seen the gradual diminution or demise of a number 
of fraternal orders which a century ago served the purpose of provid¬ 
ing certain lower-middle and upper-lower class people with status- 
conferriug institutions. But the service club has taken over the 
positive functions of these groups, and now the competition from 
television and the spread into suburbia have doomed many of these 
groups, whose goals could not be reformulated in terms of changing 
circumstances. 

One aspect of entropy is especially significant, namely, the ten ¬ 
dency for certain persons, who.fox onp rea son o£another “backslide” 
or repud iate their stand with the minority, to go.Jo great lengths 
to prove their reidentification with the “old crowd.” Such persons 
often ^ungeTnfo a'much worse behavior than they were ever guilty 
of before, since they believe that only in this way will they be read¬ 
mitted into the old group. Moreover, by these deeds they “decon¬ 
taminate” themselves from religious influences. On the other hand, 
the new convert to Christianity is usually extremely circumspect 
about his behavior, often to the point of being “too good” or “too 
holy,” for he thinks such behavior constitutes a kind of “purification” 
from, as well as “expiation for,” his past way of life. 

However, when a leader within a minority religious movement 
turns to his former group and “f alls so fa r.” it is inevitable that there 
will be social and religious repercussions. Even though he may not 

rapid cooli ng off of enthusiasm will occur . 
For this reason many close-knit minority groups, especially secret 
societies in Africa, insist that upon initiation a new member commit 
a great sin, often murder or incest, so that he cannot in the future 
afford ever to deny by word or deed his affiliation with the group. 
The same type of behavior is often demanded of street gangs in 
American cities. Such a practice is reflected also in the open confes¬ 
sions and public denunciation trials in Communist countries; for 
the traumatic effect of such an experience is to make the victim sever 
completely any ideological identification he may have had in the 


oneer a reason for existence. 


re- 


ers with him 
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past with those who are now denounced. These practices are designed 
for the very purpose of preventing entropy and insuring the continued 

support of the movement. 

A final factor in the entropy of religious movements iiihe/effect 
of those w ho are not included jwithin the movement* Of x 
intense p ersecution can wipe out a minority group, 
amount of persecution can, as noted above, actually prevent entropy. 
However, wheu a particular segment of society is simply outside the 
movement, for one reason or another, it has an effect upon the “tem¬ 
perature” inside, even though there is no special opposition. In Africa, 
one factor that produces-a. great deal of entropy in the Christian 
movement is the tendency to concentrate on the education of men 
and to leave women more or less on the outsid.fi. Since, in African 
life, as elsewhere, children receive their most important value con¬ 
cepts from their mothers at a very early age, the education and in¬ 
struction of women, who will “indoctrinate” their children, should 
have very high priority. In Japan a great deal of attention has been 
paid by missionaries to the higher education of Japanese young peo¬ 
ple. But in Japauese society as a whole it is assumed that young people 
are likely to be quite “radical” during adolescence, and the fact that 
many thousands of them become Christians during their school days 
is not usually regarded by their Buddhist parents with particular 
alarm. It is regarded as only part of the “Westernization process.” 
However, once these young people are married and assume adult 
respousibilities, they are supposed to give up adolescent excesses, 

whether these arc membership in a Christian church or adherence to 
a radical socialist party, 
ment of the 


M' 


- ) 


f'* 


ourse, 

but a certain 


ms to < 

society, while neglecti 

that the enthusiasm of that 


rrare neavuy upon one seg- 

structure as a whole, means 


fir social setting*. 
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The Reduction of Entropy to a Minimum 
If it is the natural tendency for religious movements to die out 
or to cool off, is there really auythiug that can be done to keep them 

alive? Of course, if o 

it is a lways^possi ble to do so by embalmin g the mnvpTnpnf in ritual 

burying it in ceremonies, aud pili " 


ss.- 


urden of a 


impossibl y tnp - hea yy.organization. Dependence upon 

of verbal symbols can soon shift the focus of attention from behavior 


visual instead 
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to emotion. Furthermore, in the process of heavy ritualizing of reli¬ 
gion there is always the accompanying feature of substituting ritual, 
for real behavior. These techniques are in fact guaranteed to make 
short work of any budding religious movement. 

However, the question of whether one can do anything constructive 
to preserve the vital elements in a movement from disintegrating 
under the dead weight of entropy has real validity. Seriously speaking, 
there are two principal alternative approaches: 

to some other movement or program which"Tf^s greafeiT”cultural 
validity, and ^2) revital izing the^rogramTy~hew Tnfonnalroii."~~ 

rst course oFaef ion" one 


tying a movement 


•* In followin^ 
stitutions have doneTT 


what many in- 

or example, Shintoism, which even in pre¬ 
war Japan was religiously "debunked,” though still tottering on its 
mythological legs, was snccessfully revived by being identified with 
nationalism. Similarly, Islam, which as a religious system has been 
suffering a long decline, has been revived as a symbol of Arab unity. 
Even the initial enthusiasm for the Virgin of Fatima was never very 
great until she became a symbol of the Roman Church’s holy war 
against Communism. A number of other movements, some Prot¬ 
estant, have experienced a new lease on life after they became 
champions of anti-Communist opinions and policies. 

Though harnessing one’s faltering program to the rising star of 
another movement is one way of keeping it alive, one must recognize 
that the original movement cannot under such circumstances stay 
in its own orbit. It is inevitably deflected from its earlier course so 
that its original raison d'etre can scarcely be recognized. (In many 
instances, of course, this transformation may be justifiable.) 

On the other hand, if one wishes to provide a movement with a 
continuing momentum as a means of increasing its drive and extend¬ 
ing its influence, there are two essential techniques to be employed: 

new info rma tion must be constantly su pplied to the movemen t, 
and (2 

significance oFthe Reformation was not the Ninety-five Theses nailed 
to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany, in 1517, 
but the constant and growing volume of sound thought and intel¬ 
ligent scholarship that characterized the growing influence of this 
intellectual and religious emancipation. In Luther’s act, the Refor¬ 
mation had only its beginning. The volume of "information” has 
continued to grow and to be constantly revitalized by added insights. 


applications of this information must be found. The 


w 
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Some people have been seriously concerned for the Protestant faith 
in these days, when competing ideologies seem to have so much attrac¬ 
tion and the message of the church seems in contrast to be trite and 
irrelevant. But there is an important source of real hope, for a veri¬ 
table revolution in Biblical thinking is going on. In many quarters 
men and women are becoming aware, as never before in a century, 
of the implications of the radical truth of the Bible and the unique 
character of the Christian faith. The testing of our faith in the 
crucible of world conflict is producing a tough-mindedness able to 
face reality and at the same time a determination to proclaim faith 
in a way that holds real promise, for it is a new source of information, 
badly needed in our sophisticated, bored Western world. 

New information is not the whole story, however. There must be 
new applications of this truth to life. At present men are discovering 
that, though psychiatry may diagnose the trouble and bring it to 
the surface, it is only the power of God which can truly transform 

personality. r 'Yejmnst be born again . ”) Similarly, the relevance of 
the layman’s witness is a factor unparalleled in the predominantly 
professional ministry through the centuries. The meaning of Christ, 
not merely as a way to heaven, but as a way to life— in fact the 
only way to an abundant, full life—is gradually dawning upon men 
and women. In these circumstances the church is not just a steeple 

pointing men to heaven, .but a fellowshi 

how to live. 


in which people learn 


However, there is in any revitalization one further factor whieh is 
not a technique, but a supernatural outpouring of the power of God 
upon receptive hearts. In the ultimate analysis, despite~ail the"social, 
political, or economic factors which may enter into the dynamic 

od. or the move- 


aspects of a Christian movement, 

ment is not Christian Nevertheless, God works through these human 
agencies which reflect and channelize human needs. That He does 
so should not be surprising: for the same God who created man in 
His image is very unlikely to abandon the use of the very processes 
which He has, as it were, built into His creation. 
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in Communication 


Then Job answered: 

“I have heard many such things; 
miserable comforters are you all. 

Shall windy words have an end? 

Or what provokes you that you answer? 

I also could speak as you do, 

if you were in my place; 

I could join words together against you, 

and shake my head at you. 

I could strengthen you with my mouth, 
and the solace of my lips would assuage 

your pain. 


Job 16:1-5 


Since communication consists not only of a message, but occurs 
between participants , 1 there are inevitably a number of psychological 

factors in communication which must be understood if one is to 


comprehend the true nature of the communicative event. Up to the 
present point in onr treatment of communication we may have given 
the impression that people are really not people, but only couuters in 
the process of communication. The truth is quite to the contrary. 

man, with their 




communication are com 


' typical array of feelings toward langua ge, the circumstances x iLcom¬ 
munication, and those who share in the communication. However, 

er having discussed communication in its wider cultural 


it is oniy 

setting that we are now in a position to appreciate the psychological 
factors in the individual’s role. 
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Psychological Relationships in Communication 

The Psychological Attitudes of the Source 
toward the Symbolic System of the Message 

One of the most obvious problems in determining the psychological 
factors in communication is to try t o understand the attitudes o f the 
source of any message toward the very medium (principally language) 
whicHHe must use in communicating. 2 For one thing,(people differ 
greatly in their c apacitie s to verbalize, even in their olSinnCfTier 
tongne, and there is an even greater problem when they try to com¬ 
municate in a foreign language. Some people seem hopelessly unable 
to learn a foreign language and often in consequence are accused of 
being stupid, mentally lazy, or poorly instructed. The truth is that in 
almost all instances where reasonably intelligent persons have tried 
to learn a foreign language, and yet have failed to learn it satisfac¬ 
torily, serious psychological problems could be discovered in their 
individual backgrounds. In certain cases these difficulties have been 
found to reflect a difficult childhood experience with problems of 
langnage prestige. Thus, for example, the individual may have grown 
up on the “wrong side of the tracks” and have had to change his 
original dialect of English to one with greater prestige value. This 
repudiation of the language of the home in favor of another, in which 
he feels intensely the necessity for never making a mistake (so as not 
to betray his origin), has often left such an imprint upon some indi¬ 
viduals that in later life they cannot emotionally bring themselves to 
make mistakes in language, even in foreign tongues. 

There are also many children of immigrant parents who have tried 
“to forget their parents’ language” and have overtly denied being able 
to speak or understand it. Some of these persons have found it very 
difficnlt to adjust emotionally to speaking a foreign language, for to 

do so seems to imply unconscionsly an identification with something 
that has been repudiated at an earlier stage, and thus to represent a 
regressive emotional step. 

Tliere are others who learn to “communicate” in a foreign lan¬ 
guage, in the sense that they get across their meaning, but who con¬ 
sistently butcher the pronunciation and mutilate the grammatical 
forms, even when they may know better. Such persons may suffer 
from a number of psychological problems. They may, for example, 
be individuals who insist primarily on one-way communication, or 
they may not be sensitive to the out-group, though these same persons 
may be very acutely aware of criticism from the in-group. In fact. 
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lack of sensitivity to the out-group is for many persons almost directly 
proportionate to sensitivity to the in-group. In other words, people 
who do not “care a rap” about what “foreigners think” are usually 
very alert to what their own compatriots feel about them. Tire reverse 
is also often true, for those who may be more or less nonconformists 
in their own cultnre may be very sensitive to the out-group. Noncon¬ 
formism in itself normally implies rejection of certain in-gronp values, 
and since one of the strong in-group valnes is internal sensitivity, in 
contrast to external unawareness, the nonconformist often reverses the 

situation. 

There are still other persons who never seem to learn a foreign 
language well, despite proper exposnre and inherent capacity, simply 
because they are dramatic, romantic sonls who never have time for the 
details of life. For such people, keeping the genders and the sequences 
of tenses correct is too much like having to tidy up one's room every 
morning when there is the great outdoors to be explored and a thrill¬ 
ing new day to be “lived up.” 

On the other hand, one’s psychological attitudes toward language 
may go much deeper than the problems involved in learning to speak 
it correctly. They may involve one's total perspective of the language 
mechanism and exhibit a “retreatism” and “escapist” tendency from 
the struggle of effective communication. Some missionaries try to 
purify the indigenous language of its irregular forms and insist on 
borrowing words or making up terms on foreign models, instead of 
describing a concept in indigenous terms or readjusting the area of 
meaning of a native term by qualifying modifiers. They may also 
strictly avoid using words with pagan connotations, as if the words 
themselves were leprous or unclean. These attitudes do not reflect a 
desire to improve a language so much as an 
of communication and a retreat from personal involvement. 

The Psychological Attitudes of the Receptor 
toward the Symbolic System of the Message 

One would assume that all people were equally favorable toward 
their own language as 

attitude does not always exist, at least not on the surface. Some people 
who are socially insecure may, when faced with pressure from a 
more prestigeful language, completely disguise their real feelings c: 
alter their normal type of reaction. At least overtly, they may insist 


escape from the struggle 


medium of communication, but such an 


or 
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that they prefer the foreign language, which they do not understand 
dequately, to their own mother tongue, which they know very well. 
On the other hand, if the sociopolitical system should change sud¬ 
denly, such persons, who once were proud of their knowledge of a 
foreign tongue and contemptuous of their own, may feel compelled 
to reverse themselves. 

On the other hand, since many people are oppressed by those 
speaking more prestigeful languages, they tend to react unfavorably 
to messages in foreign languages and to prefer their own. They may, 
however, find it impossible to discuss certain concepts in their own 
language, while at the same time some topics can be discussed only 
in their mother tongue. This limitation usually depends entirely upon 
the nature of the subject and the contexts in which such concepts 
have been learned. Christian Hopis, for example, almost all of whom 
arc bilingual in varying degrees, habitually discuss Christianity in 
English, though they can speak about some of its concepts in Hopi. 
They are, however, geuerally quite incapable of discussing Hopi reli¬ 
gion in English. As long as a conversation centers about Christian 
ideas and backgrounds, these people usually find it much easier to 
communicate in the foreign idiom, for virtually all they have learned 
about Christianity has come to them essentially through English. 




Eveu when interpreters are used, the i 
thou 


nterpreta tions _i 
e HoDirelieion. however, the 
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rms, not Hopi ones; 

E nglish la nguage is simply' impossible to u se, fo r there has b een no 
practi ce i n com municatm 


or 


s far as 


opi religious 

the Hopi Christian is concerned, therefore, there are two religious 
worlds—Christian and Hopi. Few Hopis have ever attempted to brin 
them together, and no missionary has ever sufficiently grasped the 
structure of Hopi religion to help them to do so. 






Psychological Relations between Source and Receptor 

In a communication-in--which the source is uncertain, one of the 
first questions is, ^Who sajd itr > Roger Brown 3 reports an interesting 

uivalent to “Revolution is a good 


experiment in whic 

thing 

in some iustances a 


given students, but the"$0oTee-4KaJL given 


effers on 

as Leiimin others. The reactions oFstudents to 


was 


this statement were foun 

toward the presumed source. 

The' actual process of communication involves not only mutual 
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adjustment (discussed in Chapter 3), but also the important factor 

of identification. This term is convenient to use, but not so easy to 
define. In fact, identification is by necessity a very complex concept, 
for it involves the totality of interhuman relationships. As a result, it 
is a good deal easier to say what it is not than what it is. For one 
thing, it certainly is not imitation, a process that usually involves 
cheap paternalism or superficial ingratiation, and not real empathy. 
When, for example, a youth worker thinks that he must have a 
crewcut to identify himself with adolescents, or a father that he has 
to act like a boy in order to be a pal to his son, he is only imitating, 
not identifying. A person in a foreign cultural situation must avoid 

sentimental or rom antic 
scions, to “go native.” A person who attempts identification in this 

V P — I S- P ^ ^ ■ •" If, | a L . _ . ■ ■ ■ 11 

way is no more competent to judge situations realistically and to 

participate in them effectively than one who has lost his memory is 
able to understand what is going on around him. Identification 
means, not being someone else, but being more than oneself. 

The reactions to false identification on the mission field are as 
harsh as those we ourselves feel in a similar situation. In the Cam- 
eroun, some very well-intentioned and devout Roman Catholic mis¬ 
sionaries attempted to get close to the people by living under circum¬ 
stances which were as nearly identical as possible to those under 
which the indigenous people lived. However, the Africans did not 
particularly appreciate the heroic efforts of these Europeans to come 
down to their relatively primitive standards. Their reaction was essen¬ 
tially, “If these Europeans know how to live better than we do, why 
don’t they? We would, if we could!” The essential difficulty with the 
false identification found in imitation is that it creates contempt, the 

most important barrier to mutnal understanding. 

One reason why we succumb so easily to false identification is that 

it is so important a part of the continual propaganda that bombards 
our literate world. Such techniques as “name calling” (damning by 
association), “transfer” and "testimonials” (which drag in glamorous 

personalities who are supposed to convince us that we should think 

and do as they do), “plain folks” (in which the propagandist falsely 
gets “folksy”), and “bandwagon” (in the sense of “Everyone is doing 
it”) are all based on the theme of supposed identification. 4 

Our task, however, is not to propagandize people into the kingdom 
of heaven, but so to identify ourselves with them that we may effec- 


any 
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tively communicate "the Way.” This identification can be achieved 
only by realistic participation with people in their lives, not by work¬ 
ing for people, but with them. Furthermore, this participation must 
not be restricted to the non symbolic aspects of life, e.g., providing 
food, shelter, medicines, or even secular education. Governments 
cau do all these thiugs just as well, if not better, than missions. The 


on 


whether of ideas or of activities. Unfortunately, we may assume that 
participation mcaus merely common activities directed and sponsored 
bv us. This problem is well illustrated by what happened to a mis¬ 
sionary in West Africa who carefully instructed the school boys how 
to plav American football. After their instruction the boys all went 
romping off through the brush, to return an hour later demanding 
pav—for to them football was not play but work. On the other hand, 
a missionary who had taken the time to go out and play one of the 
indigenous group games with the students and teachers at one of the 
mission schools was specially thanked the next day by the teachers, 
for, they said, "You are the first one who ever played with us.” In a 
sense, play is a more symbolic activity than work, and it is closer to 

the area of human interpersonal communication. William Smalley 

has effectively stated the basic problem in terms of "neighborliness or 
proximity,” 5 for physical association is no guarantee of psychological 
identification. 

A careful distinction must be made between outer and inner iden¬ 
tification. The fact that one lives in a poor hovel, has a beaten-up old 
car, and refuses to have a refrigerator because it is likely to "separate” 
one from the people near by, is nothing more than external identifica¬ 
tion. Of course, the possession of a lovely house, big car, powerful 
radio, motion-picture camera, hi-fi set, electric-light plant, and other 
paraphernalia that so many missionaries take for granted can consti¬ 
tute a barrier to identification if these things keep one from people 
and serve as symbols of one's inner isolation or lack of identification. 
In themselves, however, things are only things—it is only when people 
attach values to them that they acquire meaning and serve to thwart 

effective communication. 

In one area of Latin America some very devout, sincere, Protestant 
missionaries have purposely denied themselves all but the very mini- 

of outward things in order that they may more readily reach the 
Indians. But though they live physically very close to the people, there 
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is little or no identification on the level of social or religious culture. 
These missionaries never have guests in their homes and are almost 
never invited to the homes of others. They are completely unaware of 
the social structure of the villages in which some of them have lived 
for well over ten years, and they still do not understand the network 
of communication that reflects this structure. In religious matters 
these missionaries have learned about a few of the "superstitions” of 
the people, bnt they do not take these religious beliefs seriously and 
deal with them as real issues. For them they are merely stupid, silly 
customs.” Moreover, they have not learned what really makes the 
societies tick—the drives, goals, objectives, and purpose of the people. 
They live like the people, but they cannot think like them; and until 
they do there is no real communication. 

Inner identification does not mean it is necessary to adopt the 
value system of those one seeks to communicate with; rather, that it 
must be taken seriously. The one who achieves inner identification 
must be aware of people’s ideas, understand their viewpoints, and be 
genuinely sympathetic with their struggle for self-expression 
thongh he may not agree with its forms. He may not, for example, 
wish to countenance for a moment the low standards of sex morality, 
but he must recognize the fundamental values in life which give rise 
to such standards and at the same time realize that the indigeuous 
people may have almost equal cause for misjudging him. For example, 
in many parts of the so-called primitive world, what we consider 
sexual immorality is not regarded as particularly bad, especially if 
adultery is not involved, but “blowing one’s top” is thought to be 
completely despicable—clear evidence of lack of self-control and good 
manners. Our society, on the other hand, views such emotional tan¬ 
trums more or less as a normal psychological catharsis. 


even 


Degrees of Identification in Terms of Levels of Communication 
One error that has plagued the emphasis upon identification is the 
assumption that if one is to communicate with other people there 
must be full and complete identification. Obviously this theory is 

not true, and this fact has led some to question just why or how 
identification is so important. The answer to this problem is to be 
found in the correlation of degrees of identification with the various 

levels 


ommunication. 

t) a nd lowest, level of communication is one in which the 
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on behavi pf and the substance o f 
' ”07'example, if someone says 

that two and two make four or that the# is a newsstand just around 
the corner, no one is particularly concerned that the source should 
psychologically identify himself with the receptor. A person can 
verify for himself that two and tjtfo make four and with a little effort 
can prove whether the informant is right about the newsstand. Hence, 
from the receptor s point of /view the type of person who acts as the 
source of such i 

In thereond^jtage of communication, there is a 

Itli; 


siem 


mess 
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on is lareeiv irrelevant. 
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which 


immediat e beha vior. For example, If a man 


affect signific antly_his 
says that a flood is sweeping down on the town because a dam has 
broken, the receptors want to make sure that the source identifies 
himself with his own message—namely, that he also is making prepa¬ 
rations to leave town. Otherwise, they may conclude that the man is 
demented or that he intends to ransack and loot the houses if he can 


hustle off the people in time. Similarly, if a man insists that a par¬ 
ticular dog has rabies, those who listen will inevitably discern whether 
his behavior toward the dog gives evidence that he really has identi¬ 
fied with his own message. In this second level of communication, 
unless the sou rce ide ntifies himself with j he m essage, the e ffect upon 


On the 

cems a large segment ot a 


irdylevel of communication,. 


gssage not onl y con - 
erso n’s behavior , but also h is w hoTe~va 1 ^ e 
system. If, for example, someone insists that a man should abandon his 
carefree way of life, settle down, marry, and raise a family; or if he 
tries to convince another that he should repent of his sins, become a 
Christian, and lead an entirely different type of life— it is impor tant 


being a married man himself, or than show ing by his life that he i^ 
h imself a Christian . In addition to identification with his message, he 

an jdgn ti 

receptor must be convinced that the source understands Tils 
tor’s, particular background and has respect for his view§/^ven though 
he may not agree with them. T o give weig ht to 
source should in some way have something of the sam e^backgr ound 

is means that “he must be all things to all men, in 

(1 Corinthians 9:19-22). 
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i level of communica- 
essage has been so e ffectively com- 

e of c ommunicative 

sourc e. The rec eptor then becomes 

a source of fur ther com m unicatio n of the message. This level in¬ 
volves “entrusting to faithful men who will be able to teach others 
also” {2 Timothy 2:2). For thisJeyfil.of communication it is neces- 
sary that the r ecep tor be iden tified in turn with th e source^ In this 
last stage of communication the identification becomes complete. 

Cultural Barriers to Identification 
There are other impediments to identification than those resulting 
from false concepts about the nature of identification and from 
cultural snobbery and personal “stuffiness,” both of which reflect 
personal and cultural insecurity. These other barriers, cultural in 
nature, are part of the social structure of societies and cultures. They 
are of two types, depending upon whether they involve two distinct 
cultures or different subcultnres within a single society. 

The foreign missionary becomes identified with another culture 
only in a limited way, at best, for he cannot and must not deny his 
own cultural heritage. Moreover, though he may become bilingual, 
he almost never becomes bicultural, for his very background precludes 
full identification and participation in the lives of others. He may be, 
and usually is, a very welcome source of new information—and to 
serve in this way is essentially his function. Moreover, he may experi¬ 
ence a relatively high degree of involvement; but in the last analysis, 
when the game is being played in its most intense moments, he is on 
the sidelines, and never more than advisory to the coach or captain 
of the team. From the viewpoint of dynamic cnltural change, he is 
a "friend of the court” and not one of the litigants. In other words, 
in the nltimate analysis he is always dispensable, for he is never 
wholly identified—not so much in terms of his own feelings in the 

matter, but by the people themselves. 

Within a single society people do pass from one subculture or class 
to another, but the change is almost always in a single direction. Or, 
stated in other terms, the cultural circumstances do not constitute 
insurmountable barriers to certain types of “social passing” but may 
do so to others. For example, people often pass from a face-to-face 
society into an urban society, but the reverse course is more difficult. 


There is, however, still a further and dee 
tion, namely, one in wh ich th 
municated that the receptor feels the same 
urge asTFat ex 
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In other words, the "hayseed” can usually be more readily accepted 
in the city than the city dweller can be accepted in the country, be¬ 
cause any face-to-face society is more sensitive to the backgrounds of 
people and more critical of different behavior than is the urban 
society. In the large city, where there are always many different pat¬ 
terns of behavior, deviations from the norm do not attract anything 
like the same attention they do in smaller communities. 

Similarly, people pass from minority groups into 
casilyjthan is the c ase in reversed situation s. A person of Christian and 
Missionary Alliance background is much more readily received into 
a Presbyterian church than is true of the reverse, 6 and a member of 
the Plymouth Brethren group can join a Methodist church and be 
accepted fully into the fellowship much more easily than a Methodist 
can identify himself with the Plymouth Brethren. The basic reason 

is that minority groups are almost always suspicious of iufiltration, 
resistant to outside pressures, and hesitant abont “foreign elements.” 
Their very minority status has taught them not only to be cautious 
but also to be iusistent upon a close fellowship, for their lack of size 
is compensated for by the intensity of their “belongingness.” How¬ 
ever, when we speak of minority and majority groups, we do not refer 
merely to size, but also to ethos. The Southern Baptists, for example, 
are a much larger group than the American Baptists (fully five to 
one), but it is much easier for a Southern Baptist preacher to be ac¬ 
cepted in the north among American 

1 ■ | m ^ a u 11B ^ __ _ _ 

rev erse course^ for the Southern Baptists, regardless of their size, retain 
something of their minori 

. J M P " ■ P • 

their great strengths is this “family loyalty,” which hasTeeiTpreserved 
despite their recent rapid growth. 

In addition to “social passing” from face-to-face to urban and from 
minority to majority groupings, it is also easier for one of a lower- 
class status to be fully accepted in an upper-class status than the 
reverse, despite the apparent contradiction implied. If a person proves 
his right to higher status in American life, he is usually granted it, 
except in certain very exclusive groups, where, as the saying goes, 
“You must have said tomato with an ah for three generations.” 

lower group, 


an is true oF the 


aonsts 
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War 


ost 
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However, a person who tries to identify himself with 
particularly if he evidently has capacities for higher status, continues 
almost indefinitely under a cloud of suspicion. The people simply 
cannot understand this type of behavior, since it reverses all the norms 
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of social climbing. They suspect that he may have been disowned by 
his own social group for some heinous behavior, that he may be 
hiding from the law, or that he is suffering from some mental un¬ 
balance. Vicarious identification is never free from misinterpretation, 
any more now than it was in the case of Jesus Christ. 

Basic Ingredients in Effective Identification 
As a prerequisite to any type of identification, one must recognize 
first that he is identifying with specific persons, not with a generaliza¬ 
tion or a type. A missionary in Thailand does not "identify with the 
Thai,” but with particular Thai individuals, who may be of quite 
different types: educated residents of Bangkok, pedicab drivers who 
live on the streets, rural farmers in the vast rice fields, and mountain 
villagers, who often specialize in raising opium. 

Furthermore, despite one's desire for complete identification, the 

very process of obtaining partial identification is possible only if one 

recognizes the inherent limitations. Otherwise one will spend his 

time in fruitless questioning of others' motives and endless self¬ 
accusation for not having succeeded in this ever so close, but ever so 
distant goal. 

William Reybum has well illustrated the ultimate impossibility 
of complete identification in his account of living and working among 
Qucchua Indians in Ecuador. The Indians insisted on addressing him 

as patroncito (the eqnivalent of “boss,” but with an ameliorative 
ending showing favorable appreciation). 7 Reybum objected that he 
was no patron , for he had no land and was no hacendado, with Indians 
working for him. In fact his house was more poorly furnished than 

any of theirs. But his friend insisted, “But you wear shoes.” Reyburn 
then began to wear Indian sandals, but his friend still addressed him 

as patroncito. At last, after trying to show that he should not be 
called patroncito , for he had calloused hands from hard work, Rey¬ 
burn asked still again, “Why do you insist on calling me patroncito ?' 
To which his Indian friend replied, “Because you were not born of 
an Indian mother.” In the ultimate analysis our identification can 
only be partial. However, if our communication is to be effective, our 

identification should be as extensive as possible. 

If we are to effect even a reasonable degree of identification, it is 
necessary that we first fully recognize onr own motivations. Our in¬ 
terests in identification must not be some subtle projection of our 
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unsatisfied desire to dominate, nor must they represent any uncon¬ 
scious attempt to escape from our own cultural milieu. We must not 
dodge reality by trj'ing to find some strange, exotic niche, or think that 
wc can compensate for our hidden failures by engineering the lives of 
others. Sometimes, in our eagerness to escape from ourselves, we try 
to pry into the affairs of other people, either to satisfy our morbid 
curiosity or to congratulate ourselves upon the fact that we are really 

“not as other men are.” But all this will not do. We shall soon get 
stopped dead in our tracks by people who can see through our sham. 
We must therefore “know ourselves” before we can expect to know 
others or to communicate with them. 


The next requirement for identification is to know others. To do 
so, one very effective tool is a familiarity with the field of anthropology 
and the techniques whereby customs and cultures different from our 
own can be understood. 8 We can never expect to communicate with 
a person unless we know something about how he looks upon the 
world and why he responds to it as he does. For example, when a 
missionary in northern Congo suggested that, in order to clear the 
church rolls of persons who had long since moved away, or with 
whom the church had completely lost touch, the membership cards 

should simply be destroyed, the elders were up in arms, ft was all 

right to erase the names from the rolls, but the cards containing the 
names should never be destroyed, for that was like destroying a man 
in effigy. The importance of the name in this culture is very great. 
For example, a woman called her son by the name of the missionary, 
and from then on, in speaking to the missionary's wife, she always 
spoke of her son as “your husband.” At first the missionary’s wife 
could not understand such a remark as “Your husband likes to sleep 

under the bed,” until she realized that the woman was not speaking 

of the missionary but of her young child. Of course, there is no actual 

confusion about the facts in the African’s mind, but there is a kind 

of presumed symbiotic relationship between people of the 

One cannot communicate with such people without knowing their 

traditional patterns of usage and their views of the world. 

Identification means also participation in the lives of people, not 

as benefactors but as colaborcrs. Moreover, this participation should 

be neither forced nor rigged, but a genuine interpersonal experience. 

Such participation should not be purchased at the price of “financing 
the deal 


same name. 


granted merely because the people have pity for our 


nor 
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frustrations. It must be genuinely desired by all, in order to be effec¬ 
tive for any. 

Another r equirement i 

bem g known. Xo know others is not e nough, if we are ourselves 

willing to be kffown. 1 he former can be only smug paternalism and 
unbecoming curiosity, unless we are equally willing to have others 
know us. We must be willing to admit, for example, our exaggerated 
emphasis on the virtue of punctuality, which so much of the rest of 
the world regards with wonder and unabashed coutempt. 


willin g to ex pose ourselves to 


un- 


also iust a s w ell confess our preoccupation with things, in contrast to 


a gadget-oriented 
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concerned about people primarily in terms of what the peopl e 
f n qu estion think about us. We are also addicted to one kind of mega¬ 
lomania^-we insist that everything must get bigger. Quantitative 
growth seems often to push qualitative performance into the back¬ 
ground. It is not easy for us to confess these attitudes, but we usually 

have them, and the sooner people know us, for better or for worse, 

the greater can be our identification. 

Finally, h owever, the in dispensable in gredient in identification is 3 

genui ne l ove for people . This love must not be a sentimental roman¬ 
ticizing about a certain group of people in general, but a profound 
appreciation of certain individuals in particular. We mu st genuinely 
enjoy their presence and experience a 


goncetn for people, for we are in man 
society 


resoe 




rowing sense of mutual indis- 


. Only in this way can wp Really identify, f or we beco me like 


pen s a Din 
those we love 


CHAPTER 8 


Communication and the Total 

Cultural Context 


The sower sows the word. And these are the 


Ones along the path, where the word is sown; 
when they hear, Satan immediately comes and 
takes away the word which is sown in them. 
And these in like manner are the ones sown 
upon rocky ground, who, when they hear the 
word, immediately receive it with joy; and they 
have no root in themselves, but endure for a 
while; then, when tribulation or persecution 

account of the word, immediately 


arises on 

they fall away. And others are the ones sown 
among thorns; they are those who hear the 
word, but the cares of the world, and the de¬ 
light in riches, and the desire for other things, 
enter in and choke the word, and it proves un¬ 
fruitful. But those that were sown upon the 
good soil are the ones who hear the word and 

accept it and bear fruit, thirtyfold and sixty¬ 
fold and a hundredfold. 


Mark 4:14-20 


Having examined the various phrases of communication and the cul¬ 
tural contexts in which communication must take place, we now 

return to the central theme of how communication can best be ef¬ 


fected within the total cultural framework. Our questions concern 
principally two elements: (1) the formal fea tures of met hod and 
mechanisms of communication, including the circumSFances, setting, 


techniques, media, channels, and roles of the participants, and (2) the 
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content of the c omm unicatio n, including problems of relevant adap¬ 
tations, indigenization, and syncretism. 


*7 


The Circumstances of Communication 

One of our most serious blind spots is our failure to appreciate the 
circumstances^ under which comm unicat ioiTlffiouTd talc emplace. In 
even such a simple~mattef as The HistahceTfiat'tEe"source“and recep¬ 
tor should stand apart in conversation we may find ourselves badly 
misunderstood and misunderstanding. In the Mediterranean world 
and in Latin America a speaker normally stands very close to a person 
to whom he wishes to communicate. If we Americans are the recep¬ 
tors, it is very likely that we will tend to back away, for we normally 
maintain about two to three feet of distance between ourselves and 
any source of communication. The result is that the other speaker 
advances somewhat closer and again we retreat. We unconsciously 
interpret this advance as being overbearing, and our interlocutor in 
turn concludes that we are not interested or are trying to put him off. 
Similarly, when we speak, we tend to give the impression of standoff¬ 
ishness or even of hostility, because we maintain such an “unusual” 
distance. The same type of problem is particularly acute in offices, for 
more often than not, when an American arranges chairs in his office, 
the Latin feels that he has to pull his chair up closer, and the Amer¬ 
ican behind the desk then immediately becomes defensive. 

Missionaries to some of the Indian tribes in the United States have 


thought that loudspeakers would be a good way of reaching the 
people, for not only wonld such a method seem novel and hence 
attract attention, but the volume would be sufficient that the people 
could hear throughout the entire village, even without leaving their 
houses. Nothing, however, could be better calculated to offend and 
mislead such people. In the first place, American I ndian s tend to 

reeard religion not onlv a s a “commodity” of very hi 

ialize d by loudspeaker s, bnt also as some- 
1 which can usually be understood jmly_by^ 


yarn 


hence 

l 

means of Jnitiation. The use of the loudspeaker tends to destroy the 
sanctity of religion, and the offense of booming the message into one’s 
home, especially when it is not wanted, seems the height of incon- 

siderateness, if not of insolence. 

In general, we think of -xeligj _ 

suitably within a church structure, and for that reason mission- 
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munication as takin 


ace 


more 
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aries sometimes build churches even before there are any converts. In 
many cases, however, the communication of Christianity inside a 
distinctive type of building, especially before a sizable congregation 
lias been formed, has proved a liability. In a recent Meo Christian 
movement in Laos, it was found that as long as the “services” were 

held in the chief's home, the attendance was large and the interest 
keen. But once churches had been built aiid people had to enter them 
in order to receive the message, there was a distinct falling off of 
interest and participation. For one t hing, ente r ing a church is regarded 

as almost tantamount to identifying, onese lf’ With a mo ve ment, Be fore 
one even knows much about it. This problem becomes jgven more 

complex when the churches in ques tion are of foreign architecture 

Not only do our ideas of religious communication tend to center 
about a church building, but they are also definitely ritualized as to 
time. Services are usually held Sunday morning, possibly in the eve¬ 
ning as well; Wednesday night is set aside for prayer meeting; Thurs¬ 
day night for choir practice, with the scouts, pioneer girls, youth 
night, men’s night, and the women's guild spliced in. But there is 
nothing especially sacred about such a schedule even among ourselves. 
In one chapel in downtown London there are no services at all on 
Sunday, but the church is open every noon for well-attended chapel 
services. Some churches have no men’s night, for the men have no 
night to get together, but they have a 6:30 o’clock breakfast for prayer 
and inspiration once a week before they go off to their work in the 
city. Women’s meetings are often held in the mornings, and church 
serviees are held early Sunday morning and at 4 or 5 o’clock for after¬ 
noon vespers. Some Christian group s 

as 10 o’clock in the eyenings fQi_deyotions or for lectures, which go 
on till 110'clocksand then discussion breaks 
Ephesus, Paul apparently hired the hall of a teacher, 
ing the siesta hours (from 11 

which time he had a better chance of reaehing those who stopped 

work during the middle of the day and could drop in to hear what 

this Jew was talking about, a matter that seemed to have captured 
the attention of so many people. 

Not only must our tin 

tion if communication i 


on college campuses meet as late 
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up at midnight. In 


yrannus, dur- 
a.m. till about 4 in the afternoon), at 


moainca- 


ivg; the ve 

memorate by religio us ga t herings are often quite diverse. 
southern Mexico make quite an affair of the consecration of a new 


casions we 


e ^nois 
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home. They have taken over an indigenous rite and have thoroughly 
Christianized it, thus providing a most important functional substi¬ 
tute. Moreover, they have introduced a very interesting element into 

the matter of watching over 
been for all the relatives to join together around the bed of the sick 
patient, and to have the medicine man chant on and on through the 
night until the patient either shows definite signs of improvement 
dies. The Christians also meet together when people are critically ill. 
They have hymns and prayer, and then, while many of the relatives 
stay on, they continue to play phonograph records of Scripture read¬ 
ings during the entire night. By morning all the people can recite the 
passages from memory. 

Probably the greatest injustice we do t he Ch ristian, message is to 
isolate it culturally to certain places and times. We seem very loath 

J • • » ’ ’ ’ ™™ 1 ' * * A* ™ W h ■ — ■ ■ — — I— • J 

to talk about our faith even in our homes. We skirt such subjects with 
a kind of noncommittal evasiveness which perplexes people of differ¬ 
ent cultures, e.g., Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims, who are in the 
habit of engaging in lengthy discussions of religion in their homes and 

at dinner parties. But in America religion is the one subject vyhjch^ 

" - ^ ■ - - ■ ■■ " ■ ■ _ - ■ 

s eems q uite taboo a s dinner talk —better describe a gruesome opera¬ 
tion than to bring up the subject of the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. 
No o ne wa nts to bear the onus of be i ng a religio us fanatic, an d as a_ 
result he bears the burden of being religiously dumb. 

Communication Techniques and Media 
The sermon has become so focal a point of Protestant religious 

communication that we tend to equate the two, but it is questionable 
just how much communication the average sermon actually effects. 
In some instances the themes are so threadbare and the content so 

predictable that the “information” is almost nil. Too often the Sun¬ 
day morning service becomes the ideal time for the second Sunday 
morning nap or for uninterrupted planning of the afternoon’s activ¬ 
ities or the week's work. There is a great deal of truth in the comment 
of the little boy who, in answer to a question abont how he liked the 
first church service he had ever attended, said, “The music was all 
right, but the commercial was pretty long.” It is scarcely a cause for 
wonder that people stay away from the church, when they have never 
been convinced that going would benefit them. Of course, there are 
churches that are full because people have a fixed habit of attending 
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them, but in others one normally finds that where the church is filled 
one is likely to find effective communication, involving not only the 
sermon, but the worship of the people. 


*75 


the famous Spanish Ro¬ 


th e most effective. Bartolome 
man Catholic missionary to the Indians of Latin America, was perhaps 

most effective when he taught the doctrines of Christianity to the 

Indians through training four young 
pie the sto ry of Jesus C hrist and salvation. Certainly one of the 
most impressive communications it has ever been my privilege to see 
and hear was an anthem in the Baptist church in Vanga, Belgian 
Congo, where, just before the choir arose to sing, a man came forward 

the church and placed a large basin of kerosene on the pulpit and 
set a match to it. As the flames leaped up, the choir began to sing an 
anthem written by the African director: 


as 


e 1a 


in 


The city that forgot God 

Gomorrah, Gomorrah 

The city that forgot God. 

Over and over and louder and louder this theme rang out, until sud¬ 
denly the choir stopped singing, and in the distance some choir 
members who had slipped out of the choir began to wail, scream, and 
cry somewhere in the background. Then, as the lamentation in the 
distance died away, the ehoir took up the theme again, “The city that 
forgot God, Gomorrah, Gomorrah." More and more quietly they 
sang, until at last we could not quite tell when the music ceased. It 
was an unforgettable communication. 

Unfortunately, our religious music, especially as it has been crudely 
adapted to other cultures, is often pathetically inadequate. There is 
the story of the taxi driver in India who was asked by a man just when 
the services in a certain Christian church could be over, to which the 
taxi man replied, “I don't know, but there are always four noises, and 
there have already been two.” 

Not only music, but dance as well may be a means of communica¬ 
tion. In the PresbyFerian church service in Batouri in the Cameroun 
a few years ago two women put on a dance at Christmas time to 
dramatize the annunciation to the Virgin. The woman who was 
dancing the part of Mary came forward from the congregation, danc¬ 
ing in a graceful, but hesitant manner. Just then the angel danced in 
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from the outside, with a most excited rhythm. As the two danced 
the platform the angel communicated the message verbally and Mary 
responded, following the Biblical narrative. At last the angel danced 
off again with the same excited, ecstatic dance. During the time that 
the angel was communicating the divine announcement, Mary’s en¬ 
tire rhythmic movements were slowly but steadily adapted to those 
of the angel, until, when Mary finally danced back into the congre¬ 
gation, she was dancing in the same exalted manner that character¬ 
ized the dance of the angel who had brought the thrilling message 
from heaven. This was s ignificant com municatio n, employing one of 

th e most effective i 

Even in our own society we have found drama a highly important 
means of religious communication and expression, but within our 
churches drama is on the periphery of our concepts of communication. 
The reason is that though we as a society are strongly motivated to be 
onlookers of drama—we are thoroughly addicted theatergoers and 
television watchers—we are not particularly participators in drama, 
as, for example, people are in Africa, where some of the commonest 
events give rise to vivid, spontaneous acting. 

Many of the Indians of Latin America are gifted folk dramatists, 
and the Kuripakos, on the Amazonian border of Colombia, have fouud 
an effective way of communicating to visiting Indians their accept¬ 
ance of the gospel message. To do so a group of Indians cluster 
around a medicine man who, surrounded with all his paraphernalia— 
rattles, wands, sticks, and drums—chants over a small fire, while the 
people look on in amazement and wonder. Then a man comes out 
of the forest; in his hands he carries a little book from which he 
reads the story of Jesus. He goes slowly round and round the little 
huddle of pagan worshipers, continuing to read until at last some 
begin to listen, and finally one and then another rise, leave the medi¬ 
cine man, and begin to follow the reader of this wonderful book. 
After a dozen or more have joined behind the reader, they all break 
out into singing. Quickly more and more leave the medicine man, 
until he is finally left entirely alone. At last he also joins, and then 
the circle closes in on the smoldering fire and the people throw onto 
the fire the heathen paraphernalia. As the flames leap up, they sing 
to the power of Jesus' Name. This type of spontaneous drama tells 
more in a few minutes than a sermon could communicate in hours. 
Moreover, it is more than a mere enactment of a story—it is the reliv- 
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experience and the reaffirmation of a conviction. The im 


ing of an 

porta nee of this type of communication is that it involves complete 
identification, not merely with words, but with actions. It is the 

closest approximation to the living reality that symbolism can ever 
have. 


One of our enthusiasms as exponents of the Western world is mass 
media. We seem to think that the wider the audience, the more 
valuable the message. If our commodities were only sonp, soap, and 

soda pop, this might be true, but the message of the gospel is a way 
to a new life and not a way to health through someone's “little liver 
pills." Each man lives in a somewhat different world, despite our 
standardizations. Moreover, this new life is not a simple set of rules, 
but a radically new orientation. The trouble is that with mass com- 
mnnication we must make the message more and more generalized 
in order to make it fit more and more people, until at last it is often 
abstracted out of all contact with concrete reality. We seem to adopt 
the principle of saying less and less to more and more. Somehow we 
think that we are achieving more if, like motion pictures and tele¬ 
vision, we pitch our mass appeals to the lowest common denominator. 
Norbert Wiener has described this process in American mass com¬ 
munication as “the ever thinning stream of total bulk of communi¬ 
cation.” 1 

What makes even less sense is the tendency for popular Christian 
radio programs in the United States to spend considerable sums of 
money getting such messages translated, or in some instances poorly 
adapted, to foreign language audiences. The results are pathetically 
meager in terms of the expenditures involved. What is needed is the 
creative development of local programs at home and abroad which 
can communicate not merely through words, but also through effec¬ 
tive music, drama, and indigenous art. Not that mass media are un¬ 
important in confirming the views of those who are faithful listeners 
and in “softening up” an audience to further inquiry, but the message 
of life must be carried primarily by life if it is to be interpietable in 
the context of people's lives. The radio can prompt a man to do what 
he already would like to do anyway or it can help him to decide upon 
one of two alternatives he already has in mind. However, mass media 
are not so well designed to elicit creative responses to new chal¬ 
lenges, for they are too impersonal, too detached, and too easy to 

turn off. 
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The Roles of the Participants 

No effective communication can possibly take place unless the 
participants stand in relevant, understandable relations to 
other. The source must have a valid role within the context or his 

words will be relatively meaningless. It is for this reason, for example, 

that the Bible societies have consistently employed the principle of 
selling the Scriptures. This practice is followed not because of the 
profit involved in the sale—in fact it would often be cheaper to give 
New Testaments away and easier to raise money from the American 
public if appeals were made on that basis. However, there is a purpose 
in selling, namely, to provide the seller with a legitimate role and a 
valid reason for communicating a message about this all-important 
book. The colporteur can thus travel about as a book salesman (and 
there are always many in all literate societies), he can present his 
wares and try to explain to people in the house or marketplace why 
they should buy this book. Moreover, he thus has an opportunity to 
give his own witness to the value of the book for him. If, on the 
other hand, he were giving books away, his motivations would be 
instantly suspect and people would wonder who was supporting this 
kind of propaganda. 

The validity of this approach is interestingly confirmed by an experi¬ 
enced colporteur who on a number of occasions, on asking people to 
buy a Bible, received the reply that they already had one. Invariably, 
he asked them how often they read it, or how much they liked it, for 
his role as a salesman permitted him to make such inquiries quite 
naturally. Whenever he learned that the people did not read the 
Scriptures or had not done so for a long time, he inquired about how 
they procured such a book. Without fail, the answer was that some¬ 
one gave them a copy. There are, of course, many circumstances in 
which the giving of Scriptures is desirable, e.g., to prisoners of war, 
inmates of institutions, people in hospitals, personal friends, etc., but 
when such gifts are made, and also when the Scriptures are sold, the 
effectiveness of the communication is usually in direct proportion to 

the validity of the role of those who serve as 

At the same time, one must recognize the principle of communi¬ 
cating to receptors who are in a position to respond. If the village is 
likely only to respond as a unit, this is the unit which must be con¬ 
fronted; or, if people can respond only as families, the challenge must 
be to families. Not that people are to be rejected who break away indi- 
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viduallv from the normal social patterns and wish to register their 
convictions. But in general the receptors should be so challenged 
to make it possible for the decision making unit in the society to 
recognize the full implications of their corporate responsibility. 

The Contents of the Message 

More often than not, we become so concerned with certain features 
of the formal transmission of the message that we confuse form and 

content. If, as for example among the Huichol Indians of Mexico, it 

that any passage of Scripture is ever twice quoted in exactly 
the same way (in fact, Huichol stylistic requirements almost prohibit 
the word-for-word repetition of anything), there is a tendency for 
missionaries to think that the message has not been adequately com¬ 
municated. We sometimes forget even the canons of communication 
which prevailed in the time of Christ, in which word-for-word tran¬ 
scription of messages was not regarded as culturally relevant, and 
quotations from the Old Testament were more often than not made 
from memory—sometimes from the Hebrew Old Testament, some¬ 
times from the Greek translation, the Septuagint, and in other in¬ 
stances as a blend of the two. 

On other occasions we are so alarmed by the differences of the media 
that we presume that the content cannot possibly be communicated. 

In the Portales Interdenominational Church in Mexico City there is 
a first-rate ranchero orchestra, of sufficient quality to be able to play 
in any of the elite hotels of the city. The rhythm and brilliance of this 
orchestra is a far cry from the majestic, solemn tones of the organ in 

the Church of St. John the Divine in New York City, but this orches¬ 
tra in Mexico City communicates its message to many more people 
than does the organ in New York City. Moreover, a high percentage 
of the ‘'hymns” sung by this congregation are based on typically 
Mexican music, which has for most Mexicans nothing of the tedious 
drag that for them characterizes much British and American hymnody. 
But this use of new forms is no more shocking than what Charles 
Wesley did for Methodist churches, when he framed the popular 
tunes of his day in rich harmonies and wrote inspiring words to match. 

Having emancipated ourselves from false attachment to formal 
differences, we can perhaps examine more carefully some of the more 
significant problems of adaptation of content. What is actually in¬ 
volved here is not the altering of the essential eon tent of the Biblical 
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message, bnt the encasing of this message in a culturally relevant 
verbal form. Onr real objective, then, is not a change of content 
(which is, as we shall see, the essence of syncretism), but rather a 
fitting of the same content into such cultnrally meaningful forms 
will be fit vehicles for the communication of the message. In doing 
so one can never take over an entire religious system as such and 
simply pour into it a different content. To do so wonld do violence 
either to the indigenous system or to the Christian faith. What is 

done is to select significant features of the people’s world view (espe¬ 
cially as regards religions practices) and provide meaningful interpre¬ 
tations of the Christian content throngh the use of these indigenous 
symbolic forms. 

Among the Tobas in Argentina, one of the dominant themes is 
“sharing,” for this is a symbol and mechanism of Toba life. This 
seminoma die group of Indians maintains a relatively cohesive social 
structure because every Toba feels constrained to share with all his 
clan and neighbors almost everything that he has. Thus his world 
view is very different from that of the average Protestant missionary, 

who has a strongly individualistic orientation toward life, in which 
providing for one’s own family, saving for a rainy day, and improving 
oneself have high priority values. However, the message which was 
effective for these Tobas was not one based on the concept of indi¬ 
vidual responsibility before God, but one of sharing. God was des¬ 
cribed as sharing His Son with mankind, and His Son as sharing his 
life with mankind, not only by dying for them, but also by sharing 
with them his Spirit. All people then who share in this common gift 
of God give evidence that they belong to the tribe of God; they are 
all His children, and as such they must share with one another in this 
new fellowship of the faith. In addition to this element in the 
proclamation of Christianity to the Tobas, there was the fact that 
in the early indigenous way of life, only the shaman, or medicine 
man, could have ecstatic religious experiences. However, the Pente- 
costals who brought the gospel to the Tobas promised the people 
that everyone who became a Christian would experience this ec¬ 
static state, as proof that he had received the Holy Spirit. On the 
basis of this presentation of the content of the gospel in terms of 
certain aspects of Toba cultural forms, within a short time more than 
twenty congregations of believers were formed. 
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Among the Quechuas of Ecuador a presentation of the message of 
the gospel in terms of sharing would be quite meaningless, for there 
are no cultural forms which would provide a vehicle for communicat¬ 
ing such a concept. On the other hand, the Ecuadorian Qucchua 

people do have a view of the religions world which provides some 
relevant bases for communication. In the pre-Colombian culture the 
Inca was the head of a very rigidly structured society. Under him 
were various leaders responsible for several hundred thonsand people 
each, and gradually the social structure was subdivided into groups 
of 10,000, 1,000, 100, and finally 10 families, each with its own gov¬ 
erning officer and community leadership. Communication, which 
was highly organized in the Inca empire and statistically controlled 
by the use of quipus (different types of strings in which various 
kinds of knots indicated numerical amounts), passed along this 
structured society, from the top down and from the smallest unit up 
to the Inca. (There was a remarkable two-way flow of information 
for a totalitarian, though beneficent, society.) When the Spanish 
conqnerors took over the country by the relatively simple means of 
deceitful betrayal of the Inca and his immediate associates, they left 

the social structure more or less intact, but superimposed upon it 
their own governmental and religious authority. Thus, in the place 
of earlier spirits and gods who were supposed to be protectors of the 
various regions and groupings of people, the Quechuas accepted, 
often with mere rechristening, the protection of the saints, whether 
family, regional, or national. The view of present-day Ecuadorian 
Quechuas is that, even as in secular affairs one must petition each 
succeeding level of government officials through the mediation of 
the immediately lower level, so in religion one must implore the 
family saint to intercede with the village saint, who in tum prevails 
on the saint of the region, and then finally by several steps Mary is 
entreated, and she intercedes with Christ and God. Each step is 
regarded as a palanca, or “lever.” Within this rather complex and 

extensive system the proclamation of the gospel comes as a relevant 

explanation of how God has actually communicated with men—not 

through a series of saints, each with less and less spirit power, but 
pre-eminently and decisively through His own Son, who is the one 
and only palanca between men and God. Mor eover, by reconcil ing 
men to God he has made it possible for them to speat directly to 
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God; for whereas befo re men were fearful ofGod’s wrath against 


therefore wants people to behave li 

to approach their human fathers for what they need and therefore 
should never cease to speak to their heavenly Father about the deep¬ 
est concerns of their lives. 


is children, who never hesitate 


In some instances the manner in which the Good News of Jesus 

Christ is presented appears to be so different from the manner we 
are accustomed to that we tend to question whether it can possibly 
square with the Scriptural message or with legitimate human mo¬ 
tivations. Among the Chois in southern Mexico 2 the focus of com¬ 
munication has nothing to do with sin as such, for the people are 
neither worried about their sins, nor do they look upon sins as 
primarily a religious matter. Moreover, there is no fea r of goin g to 
hell, for people think that everyone must go there for a while any¬ 
way, and the ultimate effects are supposed to be good. Since God, 
Mary, and Jesus Christ are all regarded as being generally benevolent, 
they believe there is no need to pay much attention to them. What 
does concern the people is the fact that the devil 


aas up the 

domain of the spirits, h as almost complete and sadistic control over 

t he w orTcTof men. He must be appeased, or else he will steal a part 


of a man s spirit and lock it awav in a cave. 


sure to die. In their view the 


piriat jon is made the m 

whole earth belongs to the devil, and hence, to fall on it, or to cul¬ 
tivate it without proper propitiation or compensation to the devil, 
is extremely dangerous. Moreover, the world is filled with spirits 
which may maim, kill, and destroy: the spirit of frogs causes bloated 
stomachs, the spirit of wasps inflicts boils, and the spirit of the earth 
mole prodnees toothaches. In such a world, what can God do, who 
stays so far away and seems so completely detached from man’s exist¬ 
ence? The Good News is that God sent His Son into the world to 
tell men that God is not off in some place far distant, but that He 
loved them and wanted to give them His Holy Spirit, if only they 
would be reconciled to Him . This Spirit of God is infinitely more 
powerful^than any and all the other spirits. Moreover, the possession 

of this Spirit is made possible by the death of Jesns Christ, who gave 
his blood that he might give men life. The Chois nnderstand this 
concept, for they have traditionally believed that only by the sacrifice 
of the blood of some animal may they acquire the spirit of the 
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animal and through this means ward off evil. But God wants to 

give men His Spirit, through which they can truly experience life in 
all its fullness. 

The new Choi Christian naturally does not understand all the im¬ 
plications of this message at first, any more than we comprehend the 
different conceptual forms in which the Good News comes to us, but 
this cultural pattern of Choi life provides a means of insight and 
understanding by which the Spirit of God may perform His “saving 

work of grace.” The result of this message, plus its fuller exposition as 
people so grow in experience that they can appreciate its larger im¬ 
plications and richer historical context, has been a movement of more 

than 5,000 Choi Christians. 

The test of effective communication is, of course, the response. But 
this does not imply a purely pragmatic view, in the sense that if a 
communication works in the lives of a number of people, Jt_must of 
necessity be true and adequate. This is not th e case, for obviously 
pcople Tespond^ fo ~e rror a? well as to Truth. The response is not a t est 
of truth , but a test of communicative effectiveness . The difficulty is 
that in the case of so much communication there can be no response 
because the communication is utterly meaningless. The man who 
translates literally “gird up the loins of your mind” (1 Peter 1:13) as 
“put a belt around the hips of your thoughts” is not providing any 

basis for response, for the message is itself meaningless and so is in¬ 
capable of eliciting an intelligent answer. 

We must, however, be prepared to realize that the response to a 

message may be negative as well as positive; for the grace of God pro¬ 
vides for rejection as well as acceptance. Man is no marione tte 
dangIjn£_Q n the invisible strings of divine ca pnciousness. He is a 
moral agent, whose decisions are real even though they may be 
wrong. Anyone communicating the Christian message must make 
certain that rejection of it is based upon a comprehension of the 
message, and not upon its incredible or irrelevant formulation. Mis¬ 
sionaries among one of the Indian groups in the Southwest have 
failed in many instances to provide even an adequate basis for re¬ 
jection. For one thing, in speaking of Christianity they have never 

used the indigenous word for religion which the people themselves 
employ to describe their own and other Indian religious systems. For 
these Indians, the white man does not even have a religion, only a 
series of beliefs eq uivalent to a philosophy . For baptism, missionaries 
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had used the phrase “to brand with water,” but to the Indians this 
meant “ownership” rather than initiation into a new religious faith. 
If they had only used the Indian term for initiation, in the sense of 
“to initiate with water,” they could have entered iuto meaningful 
“conversations” with these people. Moreover, in the word for “holy” 
they employed a term meaning “undefiled” or “unblemished,” but in 
the language there is an excellent term for "holy,” which is almost 
exactly parallel to the Greek term hagios. The use of this word 
would likewise have provided a basis for effective communicatiou in 
a context in which some intelligent response, whether positive or 
negative, would have been possible. Irrelevant communications which 
have sidestepped the real religious issues have produced more or less 
indifference, which is far more detrimental to the lives of the people 
and the ministry of the church than is direct and open opposition. 
All too often jreople have attributed rejection_of_the Christian mes¬ 
sage tcThuman perversity or Satanic infl uence, when in many cases 

it was due to sheer irrelevancy of the communication. 

I. - - ■ i-r -- J " r ” ™- - - 


Indigenization vs. Syncretism 

In making communicative adaptations our fear is that we shall lose 
the content of the message in the process of adapting it to the 
receptors. A concern for this difficulty is a very valid one, for it is 
easy to permit the message to be twisted out of recognition by using 
forms which do not fit it. In the second century a.d. one of the very 
early experimenters in this field, Justin Martyr, in his famous dialogue 
with Trypho, presents a view that Greek philosophy in a sense consti¬ 
tuted the Logos , or “Word” of God, in a pre-Christian form. Justin's 
zeal and “apologetic” defense of the Christian faith is to be admired, 
but Justin was not engaging in making the message indigenous so 
much as in Hellenizing the source. He was not content to use the 
categories of Greek philosophy, in which he was well trained, as a 
means of communicating the radical uniqueness of the Christian 
faith. For him this extra-Biblical wisdom was likewise a source or 


revelation. It must be said, however, that Justin was essentially cau 
tious in his use of this approach, much more so 

who have followed in his wake. 


than many others 


-Biblical sources as being false, 

suspect, or lacking in profotfmT and true insights, for they reveal 
much about the nature of the world and of man and offer important 


Not that we must look upon all 
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wavs of looki 


atinnships of the infinite to the finite , 
in the sense of the God and Father of 


Bu 






•re 


our Lord J e s us Christ. 

^Indigenization consists essentially in the full employment of local 
indigenous forms of communication, methods of transmission, and 
communicators, as these means can be prepared and trained. Syncre¬ 
tism, on the other hand, involves an accommodation of coutent, a 
synthesis of beliefs, and an amalgamation of world views, in such a 

way as to provide some common basis for constructing a “new sys¬ 
tem” or a “new approach.” 

We recognize that in any communication, even when there has 
been no attempt at indigenization, there is a tendency toward syn¬ 
cretism. In the early church there was a widespread ancestor cult 
worship, as witnessed by so many tomb inscriptions requesting the 
prayers of the dead for the living. This cult led eventually to the 
modern phenomenon of “saint worship.” Even as devout a woman 
as Monica, the mother of St. Augustine, used to cany food and drink 
to the graves of the dead. However, despite the fact that there is a 
tendency to syncretism in all situations, the avoidance of indigeniza¬ 
tion of the message is no solution. In fact, where there is no indig¬ 
enization of the message, syncretism is usually greatest, for withont 
indigenization there is no meaningful confrontation of religious sys¬ 
tems and no intelligent “Yes” or “No” to the claims of Jesus Christ. 

That adaptations occur or that indigenization of communication is 
necessary should not strike us as either strange or new. Even the 
anthropomorphic language of Scripture reflects this same basic re¬ 
quirement of indigenization of thought forms in order that, within 
the limitation of a cultural horizon, men may still understand God, 
who must be explained in human terms (i.e., by words such as arms, 

hands, eyes , throne , loving, repenting , and seeking) if we are to under¬ 
stand Him at all. Moreover, when the writers of the New Testament 
undertook their task of communicating in verbal forms the unique¬ 
ness of Jesus Christ, and the resultant outpouring of God’s Spirit in 
the transformation of human lives and the formation of a new fellow¬ 
ship of believers, they found it necessary to use the very words and 
thought patterns of their day as indispensable means of communicat¬ 
ing what had happened. Millar Burrows summarizes this development 

and points up its contemporary implications with striking effective¬ 
ness. 3 
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In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul says of his own missionary 
work that to the Jews he became as a Jew, to those outside the law, he 
became as one outside the law; he became “all things to all men" in order 
to win some of them (9:20-22). 

This was both inevitable and necessary. If the Apostles who spread the 
gospel through the Roman Empire had tried to devise new forms of 
expression for the new things they had to say, they would not have con¬ 
veyed any meaning at all. They would have been like those new converts 
whose joy was so ecstatic that it found utterance in unintelligible “speak¬ 
ing in tongues." It used to be supposed that the Greek in which the New 

Testament was written, which is quite different from the language of the 

classical Greek authors, was a special new language created by Providence 
for the proclamation of the gospel. The discovery of many contemporary 
documents, written on papyrus, has shown that the Greek of the New 
Testament was the language used at that time throughout the Greco- 
Roman world in correspondence, business and other everyday affairs. The 
gospel was preached to people in their own language. 

Throughout the history of the church all significant advances have 
likewise been made only when the church has followed this same 
pattern and communicated its message in the living language of the 
people. Not that throughout the centuries certain adaptations have 
not appeared. Such adaptations have been an inevitable development 
as the gospel has met with different historical periods and confronted 
diverse cultures. Interpretations of passages concerning women wear¬ 
ing veils, footwashing, braiding of hair, and women speaking in 
church have all undergone successive modifications in various times 
and places. But the genius of the Christian faith is not to establish 
a fixed system of behavior, but to be able to sanctify to the glory of 
God any and all forms of human relationships. This process may in¬ 
volve in one instance a harvest ceremony in Ceylon and in another 

a Christian co-operative community among the Mezquital Otomis of 
Mexico, but regardless of the forms, wherever the content is the 
message of God’s redeeming love through Jesus Christ and wherever 
in response to this message men and women live redemptive lives in 

their own communities, we can be certain that here is the communi¬ 
cation of the Good News. 

There are always many aspects of indigenous Christian movements 
which may impress us as strange, incorrect, or even as unworthy of 
our formulation of the gospel message, but we must look beneath 

the surface of the forms to see the reality of the transformation. 
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Only then can we appreciate fully the significance of the com¬ 
munication. 

Among the Otomi of the Mezquital region of Mexico a very signifi¬ 
cant program has been carried out under the leadership of an un¬ 
usual Indian named Venancio Hernandez. This group suffered 
severe persecution from hostile neighbors in the region of Ixmiquilpan, 
and finally arranged to purchase for their use a barren hill, near the 
international highway. There they built modest homes—quite in 
contrast to those a government agency had built earlier for some 
Otomi families, which were so elaborate that the Indians lived in 
hovels near by and used the houses for barns to protect their animals. 
This Christian community offered sanctuary to any person who was 
persecuted because of his new faith or who wanted to learn about 
the “new way” by living among the people. There are actually no 
formal instructions given to such new residents. As Venancio 
Hernandez explains it, “We just want them to come and live with 
us, work with us, and worship with ns. In this way they can best 
understand what a redeemed life means.” There is remarkable wisdom 


in this approach, for the community has attempted to work out the 
implications of “the redeemed life” in all its aspects. In the first place, 
there is emphasis upon the “re demption of nnr bodies.” which for 

these peo ple means di vine healing. Many of the people are entirely 
too poor to afford regular doctors, and moreover, they are convinced 
that as they earnestly pray for healing of themselves and their neigh¬ 
bors, God will answer. One cannot deny that there have been some 
remarkable instances of otherwise inexplicable cures. They also lay 

great stress o n “the redemption of o 

the co-operat ive economic efforts of the people (a dominant feature 
of traditiona 


mean 


y 


1C 


lan community life), whether in road building, in 
which they have amazed Mexican engineers, construction of new 

churches (having made ready all the materials, they can complete a 
chapel within a day, and before any opposition can organize), home 
industries in the central village, or in the pooling of economic re¬ 
sources for the betterment of the Christian community. There is also 
emphasis on ^he redem ption of our minds, 

people a re instructed m reading and that the youn 

, in contrast with so many villages in the Mezquital. Lastly, 


mean in 


eoole are sent 


to 


describe the transformin 


ower of God to give men “eternal life, 
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beginning now. The community is essentially a “theocracy/’ led by 
a group of the most dedicated members of the church, but always 
with a view to finding God’s will for the community. In doing so 
the people spend a great deal of time in prayer and fasting. The 
leaders, in particular, spend long days and nights in prayer, often up 
in the hills away from the community. Of course, there are problems 
involving undirected enthusiasm, ecstatic involvement, and a ten¬ 
dency to exclusivism as regards other Christian groups, but the power 
of this movement, which now includes some 2,000 members, not 
only in the central village but in more than twenty other commu¬ 
nities, is the manner in which these people have sought to find a 
total answer to their total problems. For them it has been “all or 
nothing,” and as a result they have discovered the joy of utter com¬ 
mitment. 



CHAPTER 9 


Scripture Translation and Revision 

ues of Communicaturn 


And all the people gathered as one man into 
the square before the Wafer Gate; and they 
told Ezra the scribe to bring the book of the 
law of Moses which the Lord had given to 
Israel. And Ezra the priest brought the law 
before the assembly, both men and women and 
all who could hear with understanding, on the 
first day of the seventh month. And he read 
from it facing the square before the "Water 
Gate from early morning until midday; . . . 
and the ears of all the people were attentive to 
the book of the law. . . . Also, Jeshua, Bani, 
Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, 
Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, 
Pelaiah, the Levites, helped the people to 
understand the law. . . . And they read from 
the book, from the law of God, clearly; and 
they gave the sense, so that the people under¬ 
stood the reading. — Nehemiah 8:1-3, 7-8 


In discussing the difficulties encountered by the British Committee 
in their new revision of the Bible, Professor T. H. Robinson re¬ 
marked, “The most fascinating thing about translating is that it is 
so impossible/’ Although absolute communication is impossible, 
nevertheless, translators of the Scriptures have contrived in one way 
or another to communicate with remarkable effectiveness. A brief 

analysis of what they have done and how they have done it may help 

point the way to fundamental principles which are valid not only for 
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translation and revision, but also for the broader problems of 
munication, on whatever level and with an 

Any Bible translator, and especially one who is working in a situa¬ 
tion where the receptor language and culture are markedly different 
from that of the source language, is confronted with two principal 
types of difhcnlties: (1) the cultural discrepancie s, and (2) the 
linguistic diversitie s. There may, for example, be no wolves in the 
region where the translator is working. What then does he do? In 
some places he can use the equivalent of “jackal” or “hyena,” both 
of which are related to the canine family, as a substitute for “wolf” 
in figurative language. But since in certain other parts of the world 
the normal cultural equivalent is the leopard, a number of translators 
read, “I send you out as sheep among leopards” (Matthew 10:16) 
and “they come as hungry leopards disguised in the pelts of sheep” 
(Matthew 7:15). 

These cultural differences are not, however, as great a problem as 
the diversities of language structnre, whether formal or semantic. A 
language such as Puebla Aztec, for example, does not have a passive 
voice. This means that all passives must become actives, and hence 
“Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgment you pro¬ 
nounce, you will be judged,” must be rendered as “Do not judge 
others, in order that God will not judge you; for in whatever way you 
pronounce judgment on others, God will in the same way pronounce 
judgment on you.” Similarly, a language may not employ a singular 
form with generic meaning. Hence, “Love thy neighbor” would in¬ 
voke the question, “Which neighbor?” In many languages one must 
use a plural if the more general concept is to be communicated. Ac¬ 
cordingly, the translation must read, “Love your neighbors.” 

At times it is the semantic structure of the language which causes 
problems of equivalence; for example, thongh we as English speakers 
talk about the emotional focus of the personality as the “heart,” this 
is by no means a universal situation. In fact, the Chujs of Guatemala 
speak of the “abdomen,” the Marshallese speak of the “throat,” and 
in some contexts the Totonacs of Mexico may speak of the “spleen.” 
In a number of languages of Africa, including several of the so-called 
“Sudanic” languages of the northern Congo, one must substitute the 
“liver” in this expression. Hence, certain familiar passages must be 
rendered in quite different ways, e.g., “Let not your liver be troubled” 
(John 14:1), “So you have sorrow now, but I will see you again and 
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vour livers will rejoice” (John 16:22), “These people honor me with 

their mouths, but their livers are far from me” (Matthew 12:34). 

One basic reason for these difficulties is that corresponding 
symbols in two languages may have quite different “functions.” 
Stated somewhat more accurately, we may say that the referent- 
functions of corresponding symbols may be equivalent, but the con¬ 
ception-functions may be quite different. In some areas of the Philip¬ 
pines, for example, to wag the head from side to side means “Yes” 
rather than “No.” The same symbolic action, both in gesture and as 
described in language, has quite a different meaning from that in 
English. In 2 Corinthians 6:11 the Greek idiom, to stoma hemon 
aneogen pros humas, is often rendered literally in English as “Our 
mouth is open to you”; but if this phrase is translated word for word 
into some of the languages of West Africa, it commonly means that 
the person in question is raving mad. 

On the other hand, quite different linguistic symbols, in the sense 
that they have diverse referent-functions, can have relatively equiva¬ 
lent conception-functions. In English we say “hold your tongue” 
when we want a person to be silent; but in Gourma, a language of 
West Africa, he is told to “hold your gall bladder.” 
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Diverse Types of Translations 

In translating there is an almost infinitely graded scale from exces- 

renderings to the most paraphrastic free 

parallels. In the ^tfasPit has been customary to refer to a 

erine as a translation and a verv free em 
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as 


e, but there are certainly no agreed upon criteria for 
making such distinctions. Moreover, what we have is not a strict 
distinction of types, but a polar series, running from the mos t^gldj 

type of co rrespondence, which we may call a “gloss translation^ to 

a very( free reprodu ctioh yf the original, which we may call an “eauiva- 
lence translation . The purpose of a gloss translation is to reflect as 
much as possible of the linguistic and cultural form of the 
language. In terms of our diagram in Chapter 3, this would 
attempting to communicate as much as possible of A (the form 
of the language) and ^ (the form of the culture). For this type of 
translation the old interlinear "ponies” plus a literal gloss at the 
side were excellent. On the other hand, most people seem to prefer, 
not a gloss translation, but one which is more nearly an equivalence, 
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in terms of the linguistic and cultural circumstances in which they 
live. 

as with the dvnamic equivalence. In other words, t 


are not so much concerned with the formal resemblance 


nt to be 


able to interpr et the rele v ance of the message within the c ontext 

of their ow n li ves , wit hout having to consider or be distracted by the 

«;ta|fiiire<s of the original communicative setting. 

'C Equivalence! however, is not a sim 


for 


it involves 

three different, though closely related, factors: (1) stylistic s, which 
includes the formal structural relationships, (2) the referential 
meanings of symbols, and (3) the conceptual meanings of symbols. 
0 translation can employ any one of these factors exclusively, but 
may give greater proportionate weight to one in contrast with the 
others. 




The Scottish rende rings of the Psalms, as sung or ehanted in the 

oiland, are equivalen ce translatio ns, giving 

of the poetical form ot the receptor 
example illustrates what happens to the 


of 


Presbyterian ( 

priority to th 
language. The foTTowfh 
familiar first Psalm: 


r 


1 That man hath perfect blessedness 

who walketh not astray 
In counsel of ungodly men, 
nor stands in sinners' way, 

Nor sitteth in the scorner’s chair: 

2 But placeth his delight 

Upon God's law, and meditates 

on his law day and night. 

3 He shall be like a tree that grows 

near planted by a river 

Which in his season yields his fruit, 
and his leaf fadeth never: 

And all he doth shall prosper well. 

The wicked are not so: 

But like they are unto the chaff, 
which wind drives to and fro. 
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5 In judgment therefore shall not stand 

such as ungodly are; 

Nor in th’ assembly of the just 
shall wicked men appear. 
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6 For why? the way of godly men 

unto the Lord is known: 
Whereas the way of wicked men 
shall quite be overthrown. 
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Again, a translator may give priority to the referential meaning s of 
svmbols, with the conceptual and stylistic functions subordinated in 
that order. Weymouth 2 and Rieu 3 have produced highly significant 
translations of this type. The following selection from Rieu's render¬ 
ing of John 5:1-11 is illustrative of his cautious but effective handling 
of equivalences. 

There followed the Jewish Festival, and Jesus travelled up to Jerusalem. 

By the sheep-gate in that city there is a pool with five arcades, which 
in Aramaic is called Bethzatha. A number of disabled people, blind, 
lame, and withered, used to lie in these arcades; and there was a man 
there who had suffered from his trouble for thirty-eight years. 

Jesus, seeing him lying there and knowing that he had been ill for a 

long time, said to him: “Have you the will to become well again?” 

“Sir,” said the sick man, “I have no one to put me in the pool when the 
water is ruffled, and while I am on the way someone else gets in before 

me.” 


Jesus said: Rise, pick up your stretcher and walk. And immediately 
the man was cured, picked up his stretcher and walked. 

It was a sabbath day, and the Jews said to the man who had been 
cured: “This is the Sabbath and you ought not to be carrying your 

stretcher.” 

He replied: “It was the man who cured me. He told me to pick it up 
and walk.” 


J. B. Phillips in his translation of the New Testament has given 

subordinating in 

many instances both referential meaning and stylistics. He has suc¬ 
ceeded in producing an equivalent translation which, though it often 
departs from the so-called “wording of the original,” nevertheless 
communicates the equivalent concepts in a brilliant manner. A 
typical example of Phillips’ treatment of the Epistles follows: 

In my opinion whatever we may have to go through now is less than 
nothing compared with the magnificent future God has planned for 
The whole creation is on tiptoe to see the wonderful sight of the sons of 
God coming into their own. The world of creation cannot as yet see 


priority to 


us. 
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reality, not because it chooses to be blind, but because in God's purpose 
it has been so limited—yet it has been given hope. And the hope is that 
in the end the whole of created life will be rescued from the tyranny 
of change and decay, and have its share in the magnificent liberty which 
ean only belong to the children of God! 

It is plain to anyone with eyes to see that at the present time all created 
life groans in a sort of universal travail. Aud it is plain, too, that wc who 
have a foretaste of the Spirit are in a state of painful tension, while 
wait for that redemption of our bodies which will mean that at last we 
have realized our full sonship in him.— Romans 8:18-23 

Translation As the Closest Natural Equivalent 

From the viewpoint of the Bible transla tor the most satisfactory 

definition_of translation seems to be “the closest natural eauivalent. 

first i 

some degree of equivalence it is largely 7 ^ s el ess, for it cannot be under¬ 
stood. On the other hand, it must not be just any kind of equivalence; 
rather, it must be one which is the "closest” and which at the same 
time is still in a natural form of expression. No translation should 
betray by its very form its foreign origin, 5 though it is inevitable that 
the unfamiliar content, including strange settings and concepts, al¬ 
most inevitably stamps a translation as not indigenous. 

In general one must give priority to meaning, whether referential 
or conceptual, rather than to form. Otherwise, the results will be a 
distortion of the original, not a reflection. What is ultimately sought 
in translating can thus perhaps best be summarized by saying that 

a truly bilingual (and "bicultural”) person, in comparing the receptor 
language text with one in the source language, should be able to say, 
“That is just the way we would say it.” Such an ideal will inevitably 
mean making a number of formal differences in the message in order 
that the concepts may be equivalent. In Nilotic Shilluk, for example, 
the only way one can talk about God’s forgiveness is literally, "God 
spit on the ground in front of us.” This idiom arises from the practice 
of plaintiffs and defendants having to spit on the ground in front of 
each other when finally a case had been tried and punishments have 
been meted out and fines paid. The spitting (which has an entirely 
different cultural value from what it has with us) symbolizes that the 
case is terminated, that all is forgiven, and that the accusations can¬ 
not come into court again. The literal referent-function of this 
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Shilluk expression is quite different from the conception-function, but 
the latter is what counts, for the referent-function does not dominate 
the communicative value to the point of requiring that the expression 

be understood literally. It is a figure of speech and is recognized 
as such. 
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Problems of Equivalence 

The fact that languages differ is obvious. But how these differences 
in languages arc to be classified and treated is not easy to decide. One 
fruitful approach is to analyze the differences by means of comparing 
the data of the source language with those of the receptor lauguage. 
This method offers a natural and practical way of approaching the 
task of decoding the source text and encoding it into the receptor 

language. 

In comparing two languages one almost 
pf nonconformi ties . That is to say T there are data in the s ource lan- 
guage which, int jerms of the receptor languagg^y e (1) nonexisten t, 
(2) obscure, (5) a mbiguo us, {4) implicit, or (5) __ 

in the receptor-language translation must be either (a) obligatorily 

or (b) o ptionally omitted . The intersections of these classes 

of material provide us with some fundamental principles abou 

how to produce as high a degree of equivalence as possible. 6 

Nonexistent in the source language but obligatory in the receptor 
language. In the Villa Alta dialect of Zapotec it is obligatory to indi¬ 
cate in the verb whether an action takes place for the first time or is 
a repetition of an event. In the expression, “and leaving Nazareth he 
went aud dwelt in Capernaum” (Matthew 4:13), the translator 
must decide whether Jesus had ever been in Capernaum before. There 
are no specific Biblical data on this point. One can only surmise from 
the general circumstances of Jesus' life that he probably would have 
been in Capernaum before, possibly on a trip back and forth from 
Jerusalem, or perhaps on business or for pleasure. At any rate, the 
translator cannot avoid the issue, despite the lack of specific Biblical 
evidence; for in this dialect of Zapotec it is impossible to be neutral 
on the subject—the verb forms must specify one or the other circum¬ 
stance. 

{2/Obscure in the source language , but obligatory in the receptor 

language. In a number of the languages of Southeast Asia one en¬ 
counters elaborate systems of honorifics, including not only gram- 
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matical forms but also selections of words. The choice of forms and 
vocabulary is dependent upon the manner in which a person’s status 
is interpreted, often in terms of higher, equal to, or lower than that 
of the speaker. One must then decide just how Jesus would be ad¬ 
dressed by the Pharisees or religious leaders of his day. Transposed 
into the cultural context of Southeast Asia, would they recognize him 
as a rabbi and hence grant him a corresponding honorific status, or 
would they speak down to him because of his youth and presump¬ 
tuous ideas? On the other hand, how would he address them? Would 
he use dignified forms, while at the same time denouncing their 
hypocrisy? There is no snre way of knowing what to do, for the cul¬ 
tural situations are so disparate and the Scriptnre evidence so obscure 
as to make certainty impossible. The situation is further complicated 
by the fact that contemporary readers in these cultures tend to judge 
the situation quite out of its original context; in some languages they 
have insisted that Jesus, because of his divine status, must be ad¬ 
dressed with honorifics, irrespective of the local circumstances in 
which the recorded communications took place. The translator, 
moreover, cannot avoid the problem, regardless of the obscurity of 
the evidence, for the receptor languages in question make such dis¬ 
tinctions obligatory. 

U 3 .yAmbiguous in the source language but obligatory in the receptor 
language. Ambiguity differs from obscurity in that, though the evi¬ 
dence for obscurity is impossible of accurate interpretation, in am¬ 
biguity there are at least two, possibly more, almost equally good 
alternatives. In a language that requires a distinction between inclu¬ 
sive and exclusive first person plural (the difference between “we” 
meaning “I and those to whom I am speaking” and “we” indicating “I 
and my associates, but excluding those to whom I am speaking”), the 

fourth chapter of John is a difficult one. When, for example, the 

Samaritan woman says, “Are you greater than our father Jacob, who 
gave us this well?” is she using the inclusive or exclusive “our”? In 
other words, does she include Jesus as likewise the offspring of Jacob 

and hence one who would be in the lineage of recipients of the well? 
Or would she be inclined, because of the typical ethnic jealousy and 

animosity that prevailed between Jews and Samaritans, to speak of 
Jacob as being exclusively the father of the Samaritans who be¬ 
queathed the well to them rather than to the Jews? One can pro¬ 
pound almost equally good reasons for one or another viewpoint. Bnt 
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again, when the receptor-language forms obligatorily call for either 

the inclusive or exclusive first person plural, it is necessary to make 
a choice, despite the fact that the original by no means provides a 

certain clue to the proper alternative. 

In many instances the Biblical Greek text is ambiguous, even in 
terms of its own categories, and thus is also ambiguous in terms of 
the receptor language. Only rarely under such circumstances can the 
ambiguity be satisfactorily preserved. In John 1:9 there is a famous 
ambiguity, for the phrase “coming iuto the world” may modify either 
the “light 

resolve the difficulty or preserve the ambiguity. Either it is 

coming into the world lightens every man” or 
every man as he comes iuto the world.” Though earlier translations 
tended to follow the latter interpretation, most present-day exegetes 

faypr the former. 

(4) Implicit in the source language but obligatory in the receptor 

language. Hebrews 7:3 speaks o f Me lchizedek as being “without 

father or .moth er or gen ealogy/' and having neither “beginning of 

d ays n or end of life.” Such a statement has been taken by some 
people to imply a theophany; for as far as the explicit content of the 
statement is concerned, it would appear that Mel chizedek was an 
utterly unusual 

Qn the other hanj) the context is such as to indicate implicitly that 
the person discussed is not a supernatural individual, but rather that 

is father, mother, lineage, birth, or death, rfnd 

•- - ... -. * * " ~ 

that despite these fa cts he could ser ve as a hi„ _ 

coul d minister to Abraham. Since in some languages it is impossible 
to be implicit about this matter of the “record” unless one wishes to 
communicate an entirely false “message,” it is essential to take what 

is implicit in this passage and make it explicit in another language. 

Accordingly, a number of translations into foreign languages read, 

"there is no record of his father or mother or family line, and it is 
not known when he was born or when he died.” Such expressions as 
"there is no record” and “it is not known” would appear to be addi¬ 
tions to the text; but in a sense they are not, for they are only taking 
what was perfectly evident (though implicit) in the original and 
making it explicit in the translation. 

F 3) Explicit in the source language but requiring a different treat - 
nitfut in the receptor language. There is almost no limit to the variety 
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of adaptations which must be made in adjusting explicit statements 
in the source language to corresponding expressions in the receptor 
language. On the lowest level of modification are certain grammatical 
alterations. In Acts 1:24, for example, in the Greek the duality of 
the men who were being considered as candidates to take Judas’ 
place is expressed by means of a numeral modified by a pronominal 

adjective (literally, “these the two”); but in Hopi the duality of men 
is expressed by adding a dual suffix to the nonn “men.” 

Another level of alteration involves such changes as: he 

casting of active expressions into passive ones, where certain languages 
require passive equivalents (e.g., “he returned to Capernaum,” Mark 
2:1, becomes ^Capernaum was returned to by him” in Shilluk, in 

rom nomina 


re- 


Africa); and 

where “John J»r6ached the baptism of repentance unto the forgiveness 
of sins” becomes in many languages “ lohn preached that peopl e 
should reoent and be baptized 


sni 


er 


struenons 


done would be forgiven. Still a further level of alteration occurs in 
the adaptation of semantic structure, where “mercy” may be trans¬ 
lated as “his abdomen weeps for him” (Conob, spoken in Guate¬ 
mala), “he looks upon their misery” (Kpelle, spoken in Liberia), and 
“to feel with the poor” (Mazatec, spoken in Mexico). 

Where the receptor language has no obligatory requirements for 
the rendering of particular types of expressions in the source lan¬ 
guage, the problems of translation are greatly diminished. Non¬ 
existent information in the source language is of course irrelevant to 
the problem, for if such data need not be supplied, one should not 
add them to the receptor-language text. Obscurities or ambiguities in 
the source text may often be left obscure or ambiguous in the receptor 
language. Of course, there is no special virtue in a translation which 
is not clear in meaning, nevertheless, where the original is obscure or 
ambiguous, the translator should not undertake to improve upon it. 
The translator's task is not to edit the original, but to reproduce it 
in terms of the closest natural equivalent, including the transmission 
of the obscurities aud ambiguities when this can be done. However, 
the exact reproduction of obscurities and ambiguities is very difficult, 
and rarely is it accomplished successfully. 

When there is implicit information in the original text, and it is 
optional whether it be left implicit or made explicit in the receptor 
language, it is often legitimate to make it explicit in translation. The 



Scripture Translation and Revision 


*99 


reason for doing so is that, whereas the reader of the original text had 
a good deal of background knowledge on which to draw, and there¬ 
fore in a sense the channel of communication, namely, the message, 
was not so heavily loaded with '‘information,” quite the opposite 
situation may exist for present-day readers in culturally diverse situa¬ 
tions. For a person totally unfamiliar with the original setting, it is 
often necessary to build into the text a certain degree of redundancy, 
usually by filling out implicit data by explicit statements, so that the 
two texts may actually be equivalent in the amount of “information” 
they carry. For example, in many translations into so-called primitive 
languages it is standard practice to use classifiers with various proper 
names or unknown borrowed terms. Instead, then, of merely the 
word Jordan , Jerusalem , or Galilee , the translator employs, at least 
in their first occurrence, such phrases as “river Jordan,” “city Jerusa¬ 
lem,” and “province Galilee.” Similarly, for unknown borrowed terms, 
he may use certain descriptive classifiers, e.g., “precious stone ruby,” 
“expensive cloth linen,” and “large wild animal called bear.” 

The result of these adaptations is that the text in the receptor 

language is almost always longer than the original. It is significant 


that Adoniram ludson’s translation of the Bible, p robably the best 


missionary translation in any Oriental language, is about2 


er 


cent longer than any of the su bsequent revisi 


of 


build into it a certain amount of “redundancy” in order that it might 

be an effective vehicle of communication. 


Revisions of the Scriptures 

The production of translations in so-called ‘ 
be thought of in terms of 
is also a te 


new languages may 
e messag e. But there 
^dimension i n this process of communication, 
namely, the constantrevision of the Scriptures in any one language. 

There is a tendency for Americans to think that in English we have 
only the King James Version (also called the Authorized Version) of 
1611, the Revised Version of iqoi . and finally the Revised Standard 

Version, plus the crop of recent translations by Goodspeed, Moffatt, 
Phillips, Rieu, Charles Williams, Kingsley-Williams, and Verkuyl. 

The truth of the matter is that a number of translations preceded the 

King James, inclnding the work of Wycliffe, Tyndale, Coverdale, the 

Geneva Bible, and the Bishops' Bible. But after the King James 
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Version was published in 1611, the translation and revision of the 
Bible into English did not stop. In fact, between the King James text 
and the Revised Standard Version, of which the New Testament was 
published first in 1946, there have been more than 500 translations 
and revisions of Bibles, New Testaments, and individual books into 
English, not to mention scores of scholarly translations which have 
been “buried” in commentaries on the text. 

One may quite rightly ask why so many revisions are required. Are 
our traditional translations so erroneous as to require such a host of 
changes? Do so many revisions merely add up to the fact that we 
cannot be certain about what the Scriptures mean? Are such transla¬ 
tions and revisions merely a form of subtle attack upon the traditional 
tenets of our faith? The answers to these questions are fourfold, 
including: (1) better knowledge of the original texts, (2) more 
accurate understanding of the meanings of the Biblical passages, 
(3) changes which have occurred in the English language through 
the years, and (4) a revised concept of communication, and hence 
of translation. 

A surprising amount of new information about the text of the Bible 
has been acquired within the last few years. The story of the dis¬ 
covery of the Qumran manuscripts has excited thousands of people. 
Some persons have even been led to think that, buried in these 
caves along the Dead Sea, was evidence that Christianity was 
derived from a monastic, militant community of Essenes, intently 
looking for the coming of the Messiah. A more sober study of these 
documents, however, has shown that in no way do they diminish the 
uniqueness of the ministry and significance of Jesus Christ; but they 
have surely provided us with highly important background data by 
which we may better judge the significance of Jesus within the frame¬ 
work of his own culture and times. 7 ITiese findings have also given us 
important light on some of the obscurities iu the Hebrew text of the 
Old Testament. In our present Scriptures, for example, there is an 

awkward discrepancy between Exodus 1:5 and Acts 7:14. In the 

Masoretic Hebrew text (which is the standard Hebrew text of the 
Old Testament, and substantially the only one known to us before 

the Qumran discoveries). Exodus 1:5 states that the family of Jacob 
which went into Egypt numbered seventy persons. In Acts 7:14 we 

read that Jacob's kindred numbered seventy-five. It has always been 
of interest that the Septuagint Greek translation of the Old Testa- 


200 



Scripture T ranslation ana Revision 

ment, which was finished at least a hundred years before Jesus Christ, 
and which constituted the “Bible” for most of the early Christians, 
reads “seventy-five” at this point in Exodus 1:5. It is therefore signifi¬ 
cant that in a Qumran manuscript which includes this passage in 
Exodus, the reading is “seventy-five,” not “seventy” as in the Masoretic 

tradition. 

In Deuteronomy 32:8 the Revised Standard Version followed a 

conjectural reading which gave “according to the number of the sons 
of God,” rather than the more traditional Masoretic rendering, 
“according to the number of the sons of Israel.” Again it is of im¬ 
portance that in a Qumran fragment this use of “sons of God” is 
confirmed. 

For Amos 9:11 the Damascus Document and the Florilegium, both 
found at Qumran, read, “and I will raise up the booth of David,” 
instead of “in that day I will . . .” as in the Masoretic Hebrew text 
and in the Scptuagint. What makes this little variant so significant is 
that in Acts 15:16, where this passage from Amos is quoted, the 
Greek follows the wording of the Qumran material, not the texts pre¬ 
served to us in the Masoretic or the Septuagint tradition. 

Though the discovery of the Qumran manuscripts is a fascinating 
tale in itself, the publication of recently discovered New Testament 
manuscripts, especially those in the Bodmer library of Geneva, are 
no less significant, and perhaps, if we knew their history, no less spec¬ 
tacular. One of the most important manuscripts in this collection is 
a second-century papyrus containing the first fourteen chapters of 
John, almost entirely preserved. This earliest extensive witness to the 
text of John has some very important readings. For example, in 

John 1:18, where traditional texts have read, “only begotten Son who 

is in the bosom of the Father,” a few ancient witnesses read, “only 

begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father.” 8 Some scholars 

had passed off this reading as being perhaps the result of some over- 

zealous scribe trying to introduce a further proof of the deity of Jesus 

Christ. However, the occurrence of “only God” in this second- 

century papyrus is highly significant evidence of what the author of 
this Gospel may have written. 

In John 7:52 there is a curious expression translated usually as, 
“no prophet arises from Galilee”; but a number of prophets had 
come from Galilee, and no Old Testament prophecy specifically 
excluded the possibility of Galilean prophets. Because of this fact. 


201 



Message and Mission 

Owen some years ago suggested that one single letter might be miss¬ 
ing from this verse, for the occurrence of the Greek definite article 
would completely change the meaning. The text would then read, 
“The prophet [in the sense of ‘the Messiah’] shall not arise from 
Galilee.” This very reading is found in the Bodmer papyrus, which 
thus serves to clear up a previous obscurity in the text. 

Certain preferred readings of the better Greek mannscripts may at 
times appear disturbing, especially to our unthinking acceptance of 
certain favorite passages of Scriptnre. This was my personal experience 
with Romans 8:28, for I had regarded the form, “all things work 
together for good to them that love God, to them who are called 
according to his purpose” (King James Version), as being quite the 
last word about divine assurance. However, when I discovered that 
the best Greek manuscripts have quite a different reading, namely, 
in all things God works for good with those who love him ...” I 
was disturbed, for it seemed that this verse had been irreparably dam¬ 
aged. Then I began to realize that, rather than this verse having 
suffered a loss of meaning, it was in its revised form completely true. 
One cannot say that all circumstances automatically work together 

for good to the Christian, for we are not the recipients of this sort of 
benign and impersonal beneficence. On the other hand, it is quite 
true that in all the circumstances of life God is there at the very 
center of events and working for the accomplishment of His glory 
and our eternal good. 

One of the basic reason s for revision of the Scriptures is that t hese 
better-at tested forms of the Hebrew and Greek texts should be made 
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changes because they have mistakenly assumed that such alterations 
in the Bible would somehow destroy their faith. However, the Protes¬ 
tant heritage and the source of evangelical faith have never rested on 
the history of ecclesiastical tradition or of scribal mistakes. Those 
who most insist upon the inspiration of the Scriptures by the Holy 
Spirit should be in the very forefront of those eager to evalnate and 
accept the well-attested results of contemporary textual scholarship. 

Not only can it be said that revisions are required because we have 
better information about the form of the Biblical message s it is true 
also that revisions are necessary because we h ave a better un derstancL- 

the message of the Scriptures should be interprete d in the 

light of the total cultural context. On the level of grammaticaTusage, 
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contemporary scholarship can clear up a number of difficult points. 
In John 20:17 traditional translations represent Jesus as saying, “Do 
not touch me. for I have not yet ascended to my Father.” Such a 
statement seems very standoffish and “out of character” for our Lord. 
Furthermore, in Matthew 28:9 we are told that on their return from 
the tomb, the women met Jesus and “clasped his feet.” Some preach¬ 
ers have tried to reconcile these statements by claiming that, after 
speaking to Mary, Jesus went immediately to heaven to report to His 
Father and then returned, all within the space of a few minutes. 
But such explanations are entirely unnecessary, for we now know that 
the particular form of the verb used in John 20:17 mean s, not “do 
not touch,” but “do not contin 

Extensive lexical studies of the Bible have continued to reveal 
highly important insights that give Scripture passages quite new 
meanings. The Greek term ataktos, rendered “disorderly” in older 
English translations, fits very poorly in the third chapter of 2 Thes- 
salonians, where the context is about the necessity of a man working 
or “he should not eat.” It has now been found that ataktds , despite 
its so-called etymological meaning, correct in classical times, had by 
New Testament times acquired the significance of “living in idleness,” 
or “refusing to work for a living.” This word now makes sense. An¬ 
other very suggestive insight is the meaning of aparche, as used in 
Romans 8:23.® In certain contexts this word has been found to mean 
“a birth certificate of a free person.” Rather than the Spirit being 
merely the first installment of God’s redemptive plan (equivalent to 
Paul’s use of drrabon), the Spirit may be regarded as our certification 
of sonship, a meaning which seems to fit the context admirably. 

In addition to better knowledge of the texts of the Scriptures and 
their meaning within the cultural setting in which they were used, 
ye must also reckon with changes within any l iving language . S_u ch 
words as prevent (in the sense of “to go ahead 6 

“food”), purge (for “prune”), conversation (for “manner of life”), 
charity (for “love”), mansions (for “rooms”), and artillery (for “bow 

and arrows”) have all changed in meaning through the years. The 

same types of changes are found in all living languages. Recently, for 

example, a revision of the Spanish Bible was undertaken, primarily 

with the purpose of eliminating usages which have become archaic in 
the last three hundred years. 

Of course, it is quite possible to teach people an archaic form of 
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language. Furthermore, people often take considerable pleasure in 
religious language which they do not understand. For many of the 
obscurities in meaning and the dissimilarities from everyday usage of 
archaic language enhance the mystical value of the words and phrases. 
Such tendencies can be found not only in so highly developed a 
system as the Roman Catholic Church, where the most sacred cere¬ 
monies are conducted in a language for the most part quite unknown 
to the laity; they arc found also in scores of primitive tribes, where 
local medicine men enhance the occnlt nature of their practices by 
nsing strange and archaic forms of speech. On the other hand, the 
Bible can be the Book of life only when it is translated into life by 
those who comprehend its transforming message. Its force lies not 
in the magic of its words but in the power of its message. 

Undoubtedly another factor that contributes to the types of re¬ 
visions of the Scriptures now being made is the new concept of com¬ 
munication and its relation to translation. In fact, a translation which 
do cs not communicate its message is, in tHcjnore accurate sense of 
the wordr-not a.iraiislation. It is merely a string of correspondences 
without an equivalent set of meanings which permit the receptor to 
respond to the message in substantially the same way that the earlier 
receptors responded to the original message. This emphasis upon 
dynamic, rather than formal, equivalence has meant that revisers no 
longer view their task as limited to the finding of some set of lin¬ 
guistic labels by which the reader may study out the meaning in terms 
of the original cultural setting; rather, they see their task as directed 
toward the discovery of symbols which will permit an equivalent type 
of response within the new cultural context. 

It is significant that, throughout the history of the church, the 
extent of translation and revision has always been directly propor¬ 
tionate to the church's spiritual vitality and dynamic growth. A 
church that is producing important translations and revisions is aware 

of its mission in the world and keenly conscious of the need for 

greater comprehension of the message. 

In periods of transition there are always many devout people who 
strongly resist any revision of the Scriptures. This resistance is not 
snrprising. Those who have attained a certain understanding of the 
Christian faith through a particnlar medium of communication see 
no reason why others cannot do the same. Moreover, they have many 
hallowed memories associated with a particular translation or revision 
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of the Scriptures. Any change seems to destroy the basis of their faith, 
for their religious experience is often focused upon a particular system 

of exegesis rather than upon the reality of a living Lord. 

It is quite understandable, therefore, that, when first published, 
the King James Version was bitterly denounced. In fact, a scholar 
named Hugh Broughton was noted for his violent attacks upon the 
King James Version. Others denounced it for all kinds of presumed 
errors. One accusation was that the translation had been distorted to 
suit the translators’ personal views and to cater to King James’ predi¬ 
lection for witchcraft. The Pilgrim fathers would not permit the 
King James Version to be carried in the Mayflower. They clung tena¬ 
ciously to the Geneva Bible, published some sixty years before. In 
fact, it was fully seventy-five years before the King James Version 
can be said to have “won out,” and only then in some considerable 
measure because of royal sanction and a monopoly by the King’s 
printers. 

At the present tim e, when we are again in a period of transition, 
some people seriously wonder which of 


1 reasonably accurate 

translations of the Scriptures thev should use. The only valid answer 
is “the one which comm unicates the truth most effectively to the 
constituency in question .” For many this will continu 
James Version, especially for public worship, since the majestic 
phrases and long association provide a rich heritage for the commu¬ 
nication of the message. For many other persons, who have not the 
same long familiarity with the King James Version, some of the more 
contemporary translations are undoubtedly more meaningful, for 
they communicate their message directly and forcibly, unencumbered 

by seventeenth-century grammatical forms and vocabulary. The im - 
ortant consideration is that we not find ourselves so engaged in 


controversy about the form of the message that we fail to comprehend 
_ ■ 

its content. 


CHAPTER 10 


In the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was God. 
He was in the beginning with God; all things 
were made through him, and without him was 
not anything made that was made. In him was 
life, and the life was the light of men. . . . 
And the Word became flesh and dwelt among 

us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his 

glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father. 

—John 1:1-4, 14 


One of the essential difficulties in determining a theological basis for 
communication is the necessity of disengaging Christian truth from 
the cultural forces in which it has been embedded throughout his¬ 
tory. 1 The whole movement of the expansion of the church, and 
more recently of the distinctly “missionary outreach,” has been in¬ 
trinsically bound together with secular phases of culture. A careful 
discrimination between the two, in order to determine a fundamental 
theological basis for the processes of communication (in contrast with 
the content), is therefore almost impossible. 

In Roman Catholicism the missionary zeal that prompted the early 
missionaries to “Christianize” the subjects of Spain’s conquests was 

undoubtedly sincere. However, the operative coalition of secular and 
sacred powers certainly failed to achieve the communication of the 

Good News of the new life in Christ Jesus. Similarly, the close alliance 
between colonial governments and Protestant agencies has resulted 
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in many instances in grave misunderstanding of the fine, consecrated 
work of educational missionaries. One significant fact emerges in this 
connection in Africa. When, for example, Africans riot in countries 
in which the government is nominally Roman Catholic, Protestant 
institutions and personnel are almost always conspicuously avoided or 
protected by the rioters, as being in some way related to the African 
point of view. In the same way, in areas in which British colonial 
power has operated, there is generally qnitc a widespread sympathy 
among the Africans for Roman Catholic missionaries, who—by being 
different from the ruling group—seem to the Africans to be identified 
with their point of view. 

However, missions have often been in direct conflict with their 
own governmental or commercial interests. Early missionaries to India 
were in constant battle with the East India Company, and in the 
Sonth Pacific the American Board missionaries found that the owners 
of whaling vessels looked with a jaundiced eye on any attempt to 
convert the "natives.” 

Despite the problems involved in trying to isolate from one another 

the secular and the sacred impulses, motivations, and processes of 
communication, we must attempt to do so if we are to understand 
properly the theological basis of such communication. This process 
of discrimination must include an attempt to see how, through two 
thousand years, this problem has been a focal point of serious tensions. 
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History of the Tension between the Church and Culture 
A significant early statement about the church is to be found in 
the famous Epistle to Diognetns possibly of the second century: 2 

For Christians are not distinguished from the rest of mankind in 

country or speech or customs. For they do not live somewhere in cities 

of their own or use some distinctive language or practice a peculiar 
manner of life. They have 

reflection of inquisitive men 

doctrine, like some men. Though they live in Greek and barbarian cities, 

as each man's lot is cast, and follow the local customs in dress and food 

and the rest of their living, their own way of life which they display is 

wonderful and admittedly strange. They live in their native lands, but like 

foreigners. They take part in everything like citizens and endure every¬ 
thing like aliens. Every foreign country is their native land and every 
native land a foreigu country. 


no learning discovered by the thought and 

nor are they the authors of any human 
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A superficial reading of this passage would seem to indicate that 
everything had worked out nicely—that there were no problems. But 
a second examination will show that there was a tension even at this 


stage. Christians were to be in the world but not of it They were 
enmeshed in the activities of culture, but they possessed quite a differ¬ 
ent system of values. They participated in the accomplishment of 
certain purposes, but their ultimate goals were distinct and different. 

A comprehensive and significant analysis of the tensions which 
have characterized the church in its various segments throughout 
history is offered by Richard Niebuhr, 3 who distinguishes three major 
positions of the church: (1) “ Christ against cultur e,” (2) “ Christ o f 

culture,” and (3) 


in which the last position 
is subdivided into three classes: (a) the( SynthesisE 3 } who look upon 

Christianity as the fulfillment and restorer of human valu es, (b) the 
(Tualists^ who contend that man is subject to 

live in this tensio n, and (c) thd Cconve r sionist^ who believe that God 

comes to man within his culture in order to trans 


ure 


n 


and 


The theme of “Christ against cultur e” is well reflected in 1 John: 
“Do not love the world or the things in the world. If any one loves 
the world, love for the Father is not in him. For all that is in the 
world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of 
life, is not of the Father bnt is of the world” (2:15-16). “We know 

that we are of God, and the whole world is in the power of the evil 
one” (5:19). Certainly the early church seemed primarily against the 
cosmos, “the civilized world,” and many of th e early Ch ristians woul d 

Jiave nothing tn do, with the wo rld. T hey saw its passing in th e apoca¬ 
lyptic mes sage of the B ook of the Revelation, and many sought 
asce tic escape from it. Modern parallel answers areTound in Quaker¬ 
ism, the Mennonite movement, and in certain phases of the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses movement. 

The 


an 


hrist of ml hire.” was widely proclaimed by the Gnostics, 

who tried to make the forms of Christianity acceptable to certain 

elements of Greek philosophical outlook. Abelard followed in the 

found ia those who 

volu- 


Middle Ages, a nd modern parallels ar 

attempt reconciliations between traditi onal Christ ia nit 
tion ancf who view psychoanalysis as a key to tKe nndi 
Jesus Christ. The Church and Christ combine in the Roman Catholic 

view of society, as ideally viewed under the rulership of the Roman 


an 


in 
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Church. C ertain Protestant views of the emerging broth erhood of 

under the guidance of the Christian spirit have a simila r orienta¬ 






tion. 


Throughout the centuries the Christian movement has seen a con¬ 
tinual tension, whether in the form of a synthesis, advocated by Justin 
Martyr and Clement of Alexandria, who saw a relationship between 
Stoic love and Christian love, or in the position of Thomas Aquinas, 
who rei 


world but made the church the fosterer o f the true 

cultvTwith this latter viewpoints that tne culture 


culture. The. di 


olutized w hile the Infinite is redu 

the Christian faith is 1 < 


ten 




o m 


and theJiuedvna 


t. 


yalists^Jlave held to a kind of double loyalty. 


Th 


ave in¬ 


sisted on the separatio n fVmwA and etatp, hut have left man to 


continue in both. This position is that of Roger Williams, and in 
mauy significant respects also that of Luther. As Niebuhr puts it, man 
is reg arded by th e dualists as an amp] 

Thc/ConvcrsioiusSl look to the creative r 


4 


lying m 


ower of God and 


IV 


t o the h istory of dramatic in teraction b etween God and man . In the 

e Son 


end there is the 


God , for unto him every 


knee shall bow whether in heaven or on earth 


_ This doctrine of 

transformation is represented in the 




reconciliation, conversion, an 


positions in 

It is inevitable that in all these attempts to solve the problem of 
the church and culture, there has been a commingling of behavior, 
motivations, and beliefs, for man is not so easily co mpa rtmentalized 
that he can act out his life by playing two roles on the same stage 
and~duri ng th e : 




same scene . Inwardly, at least, he is not “of this 

world,” but outwardly he must be “in this world” if he is to commu¬ 
nicate effectively to it and with it. The church has therefore always 
reflected the cultural context in which it has had its life. The pious, 
strict attitudes of the early church in Jerusalem were vastly different 
from the sophisticated worldliness that characterized the church in 
Corinth. Members of the Jerusalem church, who were narrow in their 
cultural outlook, and who insisted on keeping many aspects of the 
law with a zealous provincial suspicion of the spread of their faith, 
would have been utterly shocked to have visited the Corinthian 
church, which indulged in gluttonous feasts to celebrate the agape, 
and whose loose morals shocked not only the much-traveled Paul but 
evidently had even caused embarrassing gossip in the pagan com mu- 
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nity. It has been equally hard for some Anglicans from England to 
adjust themselves to the exultant informality of many Anglican serv¬ 
ices in East Africa, and some Presbyterians from the United States 
seem quite unable to accommodate themselves to the emotional out¬ 
bursts of related Presbyterian churches in the Cameroun. How much 
more difficult is it then for a quiet Quaker from Indiana to feel at 
home with the dancing hysteria of some Pentecostal services in Chile, 
or for a shouting Landmark Baptist from Arkansas to regard the ritual 
forms of a High Church service in England as anything other than 
pure idolatry and heathenism. 

Of course, some developments in historic Christianity have gone 
beyond the limits of Christian faith and have incorporated so much 
that is fundamentally pagan that we cannot with honesty regard the 
resultant syncretistic forms as Christian. In the Christo-pagan ism 
typical of many areas of Mexico and other Latin American countries, 
there is very little left of the Christian message. God may be feared, 
because He sends pestilence, famine, and earthquake, but He is not 
the One to whom a person prays. In fact, He is not the only god, for 
He shares His domain with a female deity, the Virgin, the “Mother 
of God” and the sonree of life. Furthermore, the saints and all the 
deities are dependent on the people for sacrifice and offerings. More- 

_ Indians* fascination with dea th and the^symbols. of...dfiath 
has nothing to do with any idea of the resurrection. In fact, in the 


over 


elaborate Passion Week ceremonies conducted each year in Antigua, 
Guatemala, the high noint is theCcrucifixipi which takes place ou 

dreary aftermath and anti- 


Friday. The resurr ection is only 
climax,'after many of the people have left. "Men wilT pay large sums 
ofmouey to march iu the parade and help carry the sarcophagus out 
to the tomb, but they will not even stay to witness the drama of the 
resurrection. The truly Good News has been relegated to a footnote 
on the last page, and as a result the newness of life has been swal¬ 
lowed up in the mystery of death. The reasons are not hard to find, 
for, as F jeud has demonstrated, man seeks death more than_ l ife, 
desoite his overt insistence to the contrary, for death can blot outhis 




e failures , while the prospects of a new way of life seem 
e unsupportable demands upon his already flagging spirit 


immeasura 


to make 
and gnawing conscience. 


In contrast to the pagan content of other Christian groups^j j'otes- 
tants are inclined to be quite smug about the purity of their own 
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faith, t heir Bible-centered d octrines, and their reproduction of the 
first-century church. But there is no reason for pride. Too many Prot¬ 
estants are also intensely race-c onscious, despite the plain teaching 61 
t jie Bihle (Acts 17:26}, and we certainly make distinctions in class, 
despite James’ admonitions (1:9, 2:1-7). Often we have a thoroughly 
materialized and "socializ ed” view of succes s, so that a church is rated 

by~the size of its budget 

contacts and his country-club connection. Despite all onr efforts, the 

“ world is to o muc 
beam in our own eyes blinds us to our own problems of cultural rele¬ 
vance and communicative effectiveness. 
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minister by the number of his social 


an 


for us to be too critical of others, for the 


us 


Two Contrasting Approaches to Communication 
The theological basis of communication procedures may be de¬ 
scribed perhaps most meaningfully in terms of two contrasting types, 
though we recognize that there are infinite gradations of actual prac¬ 
tice between these two poles. The one may be called the “common 
ground” approach and the other “the point of contact” orientation. 5 

One of the most freqnently cited examples of an early “common 
ground” approach is tbe letter of Pope Gregory the Great to Mellitus 
and Augustine, working in England toward the end of the sixth cen¬ 
tury': 


When Almighty God shall bring you to the most reverend Bishop 
Augustine, our brother, tell him that I have, upon mature deliberation on 
the affairs of the English, determined upon, viz., that the temples of the 
idols in that nation ought not to be destroyed; let holy water be made 
and sprinkled in the said temples, let altars be erected, and relies placed. 
For if those temples are well built, it is requisite that they be couverted 
from the worship of devils to the service of the true God; that the nation, 
seeing that their temples are not destroyed, may remove error from their 
hearts, and knowing and adoring the true God, may the more familiarly 
resort to the places to which they have been accustomed. And because 
they have been used to slaughter many oxen in the sacrifices to devils, 
some solemnity must be exchanged for them on this account, as that on 
the day of the dedication, or the nativities of the holy martyrs, whose 
relics are there deposited, they may build themselves huts of the boughs 
of trees, about those churches which have been turned to the use from 
temples, and celebrate the solemnity with religious feasting, and no more 
offer beasts to the devil, but kill cattle to the praise of God in their 
feasting, and return thanks to the Giver of all things for their sustenance; 
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to the end that, whilst some gratifications are outwardly permitted them, 
they may the more easily consent to the inward consolations of the grace 
of God. F or there is no doubt that it is impossible to efface everything 
at once from their obdurate minds, because he who endeavours to ascend 
to the highest place, rises by degrees or steps and not by leaps. Thus the 
Lord made Himself known to the people of Israel in Egypt; and yet he 
allowed them to use the sacrifices which they were wont to offer to the 
devil in His own worship so as to command them in Ilis sacrifice to kill 
beasts to the end that, changing their hearts, they might lay aside one 

part of the sacrifice, whilst they retained another; that whilst they offered 
the same beasts which they were wont to offer, they should offer them 
to God and not to idols; and thus they would no longer be the same 
sacrifices. Thus it behooves your affection to communicate to our afore¬ 
said brother, that he, being there present, may consider how he is to 
order all things. God preserve you in safety, most heloved son. 
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This letter and the view it represents have had so significant an 
influence on the development of Christianity in northern Europe 
and in later phases of the expansion of the church that it merits our 
consideration as one of the approaches to the concept of 
ground.’' It must be said, however, that the Roman Catholic Church 
has not always employed the approach recommended here; for in 
Mexico there was almost total destruction of the pagan temples and 
objects of worship, and in China, when the famous Jesuit missionary 

Ricci suggested at the end of the sixteenth century that some form of 
ancestor cult be included in the Roman Catholic approach to the 

Chinese, the Pope refused to grant such a request. 

At the same time, this letter of Pope Gregory and the later develop¬ 
ment of the same point of view in Jesuit missions certainly indicate 
quite clearly the fundamental viewpoint of finding some common 
ground as a basis for religious understanding. The English of the 
sixth century were not to be deprived of their temples, their festival 
occasions, or their sacrifices; but these rites were to be conducted on 
presumably a different basis by the use of different names and through 
the ministrations of holy water and the addition of relics. What Pope 
Gregory undoubtedly wanted was a different basic set of beliefs with 
essentially the same cultural forms. What he got was a continuation 
of the same cultural forms and beliefs, with only a different nomen¬ 
clature, for there was no significant change in the religious concepts 
of the English people until several centuries later. 


common 
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employed byv^oman Catholic is Tip 

ion of 


omm 


has often been in matters of rituafand symbo l ( 
the pagan symbols of the sun and.the.mopn (as in Mexico), or the 

burning of incense to the rising sun (as in Guatemala), or the use of 

the moon symbol of Astarte (in Lebanon), in 


sue 


the 


. This differ- 


r ommon g round” has usually been conce 


uaiin n 


erice between fHeTloman Catholic and Protestant approaches is 
derstandable, since the'^oinan)orientation t£.religious reality is pre- 

esta n£>6dentation is 

some Roman Catholics 


un- 


dominantly through visual sy 
almost exclusively through 
wonld take over pagan symbols, many Protestants would almost as 

eagerly adopt pagan beliefs, at least in a provisional form and on an 
elementary level. For example, some missionaries have regarded pagan 
sets of beliefs and practices as constituting the “Old Testament” of 
the indigenous society. They have contended that in these viewpoints 
one can find “common ground” for the establishment of a Christian 

orientation as the fulfillment of these distorted, but basically true, 

aspirations. On a more sophisticated level, some Protestants have 

tried to see the Buddhist view of the total unreality of the material 
world as a parallel to the Christian's other-worldliness, and the longing 
of the Buddhist for absorption into Nirvana as corresponding to the 

Christian mysticism and longing for identification with the Infinite. 
One must not deny the resemblances, but the agreement is more 
superficial than real. The Buddhist will readily agree with the theme, 
“The world passes away and the Inst of it,” but he would never accept 
the following clause, “but he who does the will of God abides for 

(1 John 2:17). The Christian and the Buddhist may agree that 
this world is evil, but the Christian is convinced that it must be re¬ 
deemed by the power of God and that it is worth transforming, for 
God made it. The Buddhist insists that there can be no salvation in 


and the 


e 


ever 


the midst of material involvement, but only an escape from the phe¬ 
nomenal, which holds the soul down. The flight must be a total 

freedom from the material, an escape into the otherness of nothing¬ 
ness. 


In contrast with this position of trying to find “common ground,” 

we may rather search for "3 poin t of contact,” in order to communi¬ 
cate effectively. Jlh ii does not mean that the parallelisms sho uld be 
e mphasize d in order to ease the transitions, thr ough minimizing di f- 

ferences and 


maxirmzmg similarities. Rather, the parallelisms are 
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emphasized in order to provide one with an intelligible basis for 
communication, without involvingany initial field of agreement. 
Thus in certain aspects ofC Buddhisp? we recognize a nu mber of si mi- 
la ritics to Christianity. n 

that make comm unic ati 

We insist npon a “point of contact” approach] rather than a “com- 

' M. ^_v - -- — 

mon gronncT^ orientation because it is impossible to take any element 

of belief out of its context and still have the same belief. Religions 
are systems, and the individual beliefs have meaning only in terms of 
the system to which they belong. It is the same as with language, in 
which, as noted in Chapter 4, no two words in any two langnages have 
the same meaning. Thus no two beliefs in any two systems, despite 
their superficial similarities, present a basis for “common gronnd.” 
They are only points of coutact, on the basis of which we may com- 

e distinctiveness of the Christian faith. 


as elements 


e. 


mumcan 

In tfsla 


for example, there is a beli ef that God reveals Hi s truth 
to mankind. Christians also have a belief in revelation, and thus there 
is a point of contact, bnt the two concepts of revelation are quite 
different. In Islam, God sends His truth, but never comes. For Islam 


this would mean imposing limits on His sovereignty. But in Chris¬ 
tianity to come is precisely what God did. In fact, the belief in the 
absolute total sovereignty of God should not preclnde Ilis doing 
precisely what the Muslim says God cannot do. Between Islam and 
Christianity there is thus no common ground in the doctrines of 
revelation. There is, however, a similarity of cnltural function which 
provides a point of contact for effective communication. 

Similarly, in Islam there is the tradition of the crucifixion, but at 

the last moment God snatched Jesus from the cross to rescue him— 
the symbol of victory for the prophets and servants of the true God. 
But Christianity shows the way of the suffering servant, the redemp¬ 
tion of life by vicarious atonement, the reconciling love of the Father. 
The historical event of the crucifixion provides, no t a common groijnd- 

a ooint of denarture” 


O ut a p oint of contact, or, as we 

for intelligent communication. 


mayThowever, be a matter of ritual, ra th er 
than of belief. As in the case of Tzeltal land-clearing and harvesting 
ceremonies (p. 143), the point of contact is the deep concern of the 
people for the soil and their emotional attachment to it as the basis 

of their life. (For many of the Mayan peoples, the myth of the 
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creation of man is that, after unsuccessful attempts to make man out 
of the dust of the ground, God finally created him out of ears of 

) In the Tzeltal situation, however, the pagan ceremonies were 

as thongh there were some common 

on a point of 


corn. 

not merely given new names 

symbolic element in the two rites—but, by building 
contact in the Tzeltal culture, a distinctly Christian ceremony was 
inaugurated which provided a functional substitute. 


Christ and Culture 

Nowhere in the Gospels is Christ reported as having specifically 
dealt with the problem of culture as such. Nevertheless, the fact that 
all he did and said was related to the immediate context of peo¬ 
ple’s lives makes his orientation toward cnlture of supreme impor¬ 
tance for the Christian. On the one hand, we can say that Christ’s 
view of his own divinely appointed message was one of contact and 
continuity. Thus the proclamation of the kingdom of heaven was a 
promised fulfillment of the historic aspirations of the Jewish people 
to whom this message was directed. In other words, it was addressed 
to a community of faith, to the people of Israel, as the answer to the 
promise made by God to the fathers. At the same time there was an 
element of continuity in the revelation, for this was not only the cul¬ 
tural fulfillment for a people, but a divine unfolding of the plan and 
purpose of God as revealed first to the prophets. Thus the proclama¬ 
tion was anchored in the Old Testament revelation, to which Jesus 
constantly referred, and which the church later recognized as having 
been fulfilled in him. 

On the other hand, in Jesus Christ there is a break with the past, a 
discontinuity with the culture. His followers were to be in the world, 
but “not of it” (John 17:14). His 
world” (John 18:36), and in the temptations (Matthew 4:1-11) 
Jesus rejected all the worldly apparatus of contemporary culture and 
secular leadership. Men were admonished to repent—to be done with 
the traditional ways of life, and to be baptized into a new fellowship. 
By Jesus' own example the traditioual ritualistic forms were shock¬ 
ingly violated as being in conflict with the real purposes of God (see 

p. 29). 

Moreover, in Christ there is a discontinuity with the revelation of 
the Old Testament, despite his statement that not one jot or tittle of 
the law should go unfulfilled (Matthew 5:18). In this same context 


kingdom was not of this 


own 
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he declared repeatedly, “It has been said, but I say to you . . .” (Mat¬ 
thew 5:22, 28, 32, 34, 39, and 44). The revelation of the Old Testa¬ 
ment has now been superseded by one who is fulfilling it. He shifts 
the perspective from the “God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” to “our 
Father.” Finally, he summarizes the entire Law and the Prophets into 

two requirements which untie religion from its immediate cultural 
involvement, for Jesus states, “You shall love the Lord your God with 

all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is 

the great and first commandment. And the second is like it, You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commaudments 
depend all the law and the prophets” (Matthew 22:37-40, and com¬ 
pare Romans 13:9-10, and Galatians 5:14). These two supcrcultural 
pronouncements are rooted in the depths of human consciousness, for 
love is the most profound and transforming experience of life; they 
are rooted also in the context of human culture, for men are not 
admonished to love love, but to love their ueighbors. 

In these two summary commands Jesus announced his break with 
the traditional cultural forms in order to proclaim a new supereul- 
tural way of life. The order of the two commandments is significant, 
for behavior must be first and foremost orieuted toward God. Correct 
behavior is not true behavior until it is God-centered, for God is its 
nltimate base. Moreover, this very love of God—not mere submission 
to His will—is in itself only a reflection of His Grace, for “we love 
becanse He first loved ns” (1 John 4:19). Furthermore, by insisting 
on the love of God rather than mere obedience to God, Jesus raised 
the whole level of existence from the formal and the material to the 
symbolic and the spiritual. The criterion of righteousness was no 
longer to be correct behavior, but a new heart; not scrupulous adher¬ 
ence to law, but unrestricted commitment to God, as revealed in 

Jesus Christ. 


Fundamental Principles of Interpersonal Relations 
Jesus laid down two essential principles for interpersonal relations, 

two standards by which all cultural behavior is t o be ju dged. These 

is recognized 

in one way or another by all societies, for in alPcuItures those who 
stand in certain relations of mutual responsibility to one another are 
also related by laws or customs of equity. Of course, the way in 
which equity is formulated differs from tribe to tribe and culture to 


that ofleoui 


are 
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culture, bnt it is fundamental and basic to all social concepts. This 
does not mean that all societies have an equalitarian view of humanity 
—not at all. What is meant is that betwee 


r avoidance which 


there are alwa ys some rules of mutual assist 

ieenous viewpoint 


equity . One can even find a very 
crude but effective concept of equity in Laos, where it has traditionally 
been the practice in witch trials to force the accuser (the medicine 
man) and the accused (the alleged witch) to sit together in a pot of 
oil as it is heated over a fire. The first one to jump out is clubbed to 
death. Despite the many cultural forms which tend to disguise equity, 
there is fundamentally a profound regard for the maxim of “an eye 
for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” or, as expressed in folk wisdom, 
"what is good for the goose is good for the gander.” 

The equity which Jesus Christ announced is not, however, the cold 
and often brutal equity of "an eye for an eye” but the warm and 
human quality of love, expressed in the equalitarian formula o f "lov¬ 
ing one’s neighbor as one 


the 


1 


cself” (Leviticus 19:18). This stated 
comes rrom tne uld Testament, but as an Old Testament 
passage it had been applied to the exclusive community of Judaishfi. 
EoiLlesus. a man’s neighbor was anyone in need . This made equity 

or religious group, but tne 


something not limited to a single face 

right and obligation of all mankind. In fact, this love was to 
extended to enemie^ (Matthew 5:44) as well as trlends, and tor this 
there i^no Old Testament parallel. Jesus even extends the concept of, 
equity to forgiveness, when he declares, " For if vou forgive men their' 
trespasses, your heaven! 
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their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive yog r 


men 


trespasses^ (Matthew 6:14-15). 

Tne second social principle enunciated by Jesus was "love” as the 

basic ingredient in all divine and human relationships. There is, how¬ 
ever, no contradiction between the principles of equity and love, for 
the love which Christ commanded i 


sentimental attachment 


reciation of the worth and value of people as God 
seesthem. Moreover, this loyejs the only transforming power in the 

world. Force may bring about conformity, but only love r can trans¬ 
form th e he art. Moreover, even in the name of love the church must 
not use force, whether by the expedient of legislative dictates, so that 
the kingdom is created artificially, or by the means of “bribes,” such 
as education, prestige, or acceptance into the white man’s soeiety. 
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which are too often dangled before the potential convert as rewards 
for identification with the church. A man who is forced or bribed will 
in the end i 

suite d his int egrity . The way of love is not fast, bnt it is sure, for it is 
the plan of God. 


Application of the Principles of Equity and 

Love to Problems of Cultural Change 

In the practical application of the principles of eqnity and love to 
the everyday problems of cnltural change, there are three alternatives 
which mnst be faced with respect to any institution: (1) let it remain 
as a valid institution, (2) alter its form and content as may be 
reqnired to eliminate error and give it Christian significance, and 
(3) employ a functional snbstitnte in the case of institutions which 
are irreparably evil, thongh functionally relevant. 

Not everything associated with a pagan culture is pagan. Within 
the structure of such societies there are many valuable features which 
can and shonld be retained, c.g., the tea ceremony in Japan; indige¬ 
nous mnsic in India; native clothing in the South Pacific (there is no 
correlation between lack of clothing and immorality, though within 
all societies there are ways of dressing iu certain sexually provocative 
manuers; hence the problem is not the total amount of clothing, but 
the extent to which it conforms to an accepted norm of decency); 
patterns of hospitality in Africa; and housing among the Indians in 
Amazonia. It is now recognized that the lobola or “bride-price 
rangement in African society is not altogether wrong, as so many 
missionaries at first thought. It is and was nndoubtedly abused, bnt 
in the interests of greater stability in marriage and a greater sense 
of responsibility to children, it should not have not been ruthlessly 
denounced. 

In many instances the cultural forms are essentially satisfactory, 
but they may need certain changes of content. In a Meo wedding in 
Laos 6 the Christian community has continued with the traditional 
arrangements for the bride-price, the reciprocal feasts by the families, 
and the exchange of neekbands. The only alteration has been the 
blessing by the pastor, taking the place of the earlier prayers to the 
spirits. 

Pope Gregory the Great was quite right in believing that the pagan 
temples need not be destroyed, for it is far better to place a new 


ar- 
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altar in an old temple than to build a new church over an ancient 
pagan altar, as has happened so many times in Latin America. The 
difficulty with Gregory’s advice to Augustine was that the consecra¬ 
tion of the temple was not effected by communicating to the people 
the real conceptual distinctions between Christianity and paganism; 
rather, it was done by means of holy water and relics, which, in the 
religion of the English of that time, was nothing more or less than 
magic. Such magic they could understand, for it was not essentially 
different, except in its forms, from the magic they themselves prac¬ 
ticed. Hence, neither in the instruction nor in the visual symbols 
employed did the people perceive any essential difference from the 
religion they had followed for many centuries. 

When an institution, which may have a 


unction in 


society, is so corrupted in its for m that it is irrep arable, the only 


alternative is 


substitute. In the Greco-Roman 


unc 


world which Christians first faced, the mystery religions played an 
important part in relating men to the mysteries of life and to a sense 
of participation and belonging in the spiritual world, for the gods had 
died and men felt a deep concern and need for some religious reality. 
Into this situation th e Christia ns brough t baptism as a functional 
s ubstitute for 

try to revamp the ceremonies of the mystery religions. It could not 
have been done without either destroying the significance of the 
mysteries or losing the meaning of the Christian faith. They did, 
however, make considerable use of the vocabulary of mystery reli¬ 
gions, as is evidenced in Paul’s writings: e.g., mystery , author and 

finisher (of the faith), in the sense of those who guide the initiate 

through the ceremonies, and perfect (in the sense of initiated). In 

certain branches of the church, the ceremony of confirmation has 
become a functional substitute for puberty initiation rites. 

In American church life the principle of functional substitute can 
be seen time and time again. The usual procedure, of course, is simply 
to denounce what one differs with and by negative commands to try 
to eliminate it, especially from the youth, who are more inclined to 
experiment with alternative types of behavior. Such denunciations 
have concerned dancing, bobbing of hair, Sunday baseball, the wearing 
of slacks, movies, card playing, and drinking. However, the churches 
which have only said “No! No!” without providing functional substi¬ 
tutes, have cither lost their young people to the world 


did not 


ey 


if they have 


or 
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kept them, their young people have become so far removed from the 
world that they live abnormal, prtifiej 

ehavioi . 

However, in o ur emph asis upon th e behavioral aspects of the <yid 

we may tend to fo rget the essence of the 
self . For the early church, the announcement of the 
Good News was essentially threefold: (r) Jesus is the fulfillment of 
God’s plan of salvation, (2) therefore repent and be baptized, and 
(3) witness as a member of the new community of God. The ways 
i n wh ich this message was proclaimed are very diverse. For example, 
( compare ^eterj sermon at Penterns t {Acts 2:14-39) with/Paul’sJ 
statement to the Areopagus {Acts 17:22-31) and his later defense 
before Agrippa (Acts 26:2-2 

are there, bu t in each case the communication builds upon the recep¬ 
tors^ backgrounds and is adapteiTtcTtlie particular situatlou amT cir¬ 
cumstance. This means - that in other cultural situations the form of 
the message will also be different. Among the Mco 7 the Christian 
movement began with a Khmu who witnessed to his own faith, while 
a medicine man said that this must be what another shaman had 

prophesied some two years before, namely, that someone would come 
bringing word about the true God, Fua-Tai. Within a few weeks 
there were more than a thonsand believers, who proceeded to destroy 
the fetishes of the powerful spirit Tlau; for though they did not cease 
to believe in Tlau immediately, they nevertheless were sure that the 
power of Fua-Tai was much greater, for Ffl^Tai’s son Yesu (Jesus) 
had the power to release men from the fear of Tlau. Here was imme¬ 
diate abundant proof of the power of God. In the same way, in 
Colossians 1:16 Panl did not dispute the existence of domiuions, prin¬ 
cipalities, and powers (from the Neoplatonic assemblage of super¬ 
natural forces), but declared that regardless of such powers,Jesus 
Christ is over and above them all. 

In the ultimate analysis, even as Dr. John van Ess, famous mission¬ 
ary to Islam, used to say, "The real strategy is telling people about 
Jesus.” The one unique message of Christianity is Christ, and the 
proclamation of his distinctiveness is "the way, the truth and the 
life” (John 14:6). We thus live within the framework of the world 
and we witness within the structure of the church, but we either com¬ 
municate Christ or we communicate nothing that is Good News. 

Our communication is primarily sowing the seed, not transplanting 
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churches. It is lighting a spark, not establishing an institution. This 

does not mean that the communication of the full revelation of God 

is unconcerned with the church; but the indigenous church we are 
committed to, whether in central Africa or in central Kansas, is not 
the church we have structured, but one raised up by the Spirit of God. 
It is not enough for us merely to “indigenize” our own structures, by 
trying to insist on the superficial criteria of self-governing, self- 
supporting, and self-propagating. 8 Many churches have these charac¬ 
teristics but still do not fit within the society where they exist. The 
development of an indigenous church will always be the living re¬ 
sponse of people to the life demands of the message. The source of 
the information, unless he is a full participating member of the society 
in question, is never more than a catalyst, but as such he is neverthe¬ 
less an indispeusable factor in the divine process. 
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In this sense, the original set of diagrams 


mun 

employed in Chapter 3 is incomplete, for there is no diagrammatic 
relationship of the source of this Biblical communication to the con¬ 
tent and form of the Biblical message. If we are to represent this 

essential feature, we may modify the original diagram as shown on 


n with m 


we 


page 222. 


The hyperbolic curve at the top, with infinite extension, represents 


including His creative 

ultimate plans . This t ruth, in all its infinite character, has 

mnmratpd witfiin the^riar row co nfines of human laneuaee and culture 
a ^Tepresented within the trian 

adjustment and the employment of thejgrid^of human experience 
reflected in a particular culture at a particular time. 

nda mental task is to “relay” this communication in still d if- 
fer ent forms, but with essentially an equivalent content, so that ie 
in other times and places mav be put in touch with the infin 


s and 
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is can be done only by radical 
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This revel ation of G od i sno^ by “ natural revelation 
that the phenomenal world in and of itself can define God, for this 

ell as reveal 


ft 


in the sense 


______ im. The very predictability 

of the processes of the universe is too great (in terms of information 
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®h£KE) 


theory) ever to reveal with certainty the uniqueness of the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. On the other hand, God has not left 
Himself without a witness in His nniverse, for “his eternal power aud 
deity have been clearly perceived in the things that have been made 
(Romans 1:20) . The creation confirms God, but does not de fine Him. 

This means that Go d^jevelati on. bv word and bv act. has come to 
man in its decisive form in a single person and in a preci se spa tio- 
temporal setting. Such a revelation involved limitations. For the Old 
Testament the truth of God was incarnated in (1) the restrictions 
of the historical events affecting the people of God and (2) the 
Hebrew thought patterns. In respect to the Son of God, these limita¬ 
tions are spoken of as kenosis “emptying ” (Philippians 2:6-7), an ^ 

of necessity they involved not only the physical limitations of his own 
body but the cultural limitations of his owu society and culture. This 
emphasis upon the humanity of Jesus in no way detracts from his 

Deity. In fart, in nnr desire to 

we must not destroy his humanity, or we make his life only a drama, 
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in which all the lines were memorized in advance. Similarl y, to regard 
him only as human is to destr oy completely the in 

revelation of 

It must also be recognized, however, that in the revelation of God 
within a particular set of cultural circumstances, He also addressed 
Himself to particular persons with a message which was intended to 
make sense. The Scriptures are not a collection of cabalistic writ¬ 
ings, nor echoes of a Delphic oracle, nor moralizing pronounce¬ 
ments. They are so designed that men and women who hear them 
will understand them. In Isaiah 7:14 the promise to Ahaz that an 
almah will give birth to a son must make sense, not merely as an 
indirect reference to some event to take place several hundred years 
later, but to the specific situation in which the prophet predicts 
that before the child “shall know to refuse the evil and choose the 
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m), Ahaz two enemies Rezin 


good 

and Pekah will be overcome. This does not mean, of course, that such 
a passage is not relevant to the message of the Gospel of Matthew. 

It is quoted in Matthew 1:23, in complete accordance with the canons 
of Scripture evidence employed in passages of the New Testament, 
and its use is fully in keeping with the procedures of communication 
employed in this historical setting of New Testament times, flnt the 
co mmunicative point of view of the Scriptures is not “to mysti 
truth” but to reveal it, not to hide verities behind 

but to fa ce m e n with the trut h in any and all literary f o rms which 

t hey can unde rstand . Unfortunately, the Scriptures have not always 

been taken in this way. Quite the contrary. The Bible has suffered 
almost equally at the hands of the typologists and allegorizers who 
take its plain words to mean something quite different from what was 
said, and from those who in the name of “demythologizme” have 
actual 
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a different level of abstraction. 


A Biblical view of Communication 

Though it is impossible for us to do more than merely suggest some 
of the essential aspects of the Biblical view of communication (an 
adequate treatment would require a lengthy volume in itself), it is 
important to outline some of the basic presuppositions about lan¬ 
guage and communication which underlie the Biblical view. Such an 
outline follows. 
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ju Verbdtjrymbols are only “labels” and are of human origin. The 

meaning of the account of Adam giving names to all the cattle, 
to the fowls of the air, and to every beast of the field (Gen. 
2:20) is primarily that language is a human convention and 
that the words used are essentially labels, not divine epi¬ 
thets. 

I 

2. jVerbal symbols, as labels for concepts, have priority over visual 

J sym bols in the communicating of truth. While the pagans saw 

the mystic objects, the Jews listened to the voice of God. 
Throughout Scripture there is the constant admonition against 
idolatrous visual images, but insistence on 

Lord! 

3. J Language symbols reflect a meaningful relationship between 
j symbol and behavior. The Hebrew root dbr, most commonly 
"used for “word,” means “word,” “event,” and “thing.” There is 

no attempt made in the Scriptures to distinguish between the 
symbolic form and the referent for which it stands. The Bible is 
not concerned with the problem of Greek philosophy, which ar- 
"/. gued about the relation of the word to the reality behind it, or 

with the difficulty of modern epistemology, which tries to relate 
the concept with the reality toward which it points. 
the Biblical revelatio n is the event. God_ i s revealed as o ne who 
acts, speaks, a nd perform s mi raclg s, nut He does not descrioe 
His essence. Even in the account of Christ/we have not a shred 
of evidence about his physical appearance; only a record of 
what he did and what he said. F rom the Biblical point of view, 
the ultimate realitv apprehendable bv man i s not to be found in 

ship s expressed by 

is thus a set of 
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isolated qualities, tb ut in behav ior relati 

eactio nsm the f 

cnbe beKaw or. noFa~mystical code to tbe eternal 
essence. In this sense the Biblical view of epistemology is strik¬ 
ingly contemporary, for symbols are being more and more 
viewed in terms of the ir functiona l relationships, rather than on 
the basis of any hidden conceptual reality. 

4. Comm unication is power. There is a strangely modem ring 

about the facT that the Bible uses language in the sense of 
power. On the divine level God speaks and it is do ne, and, even 
on the human plane, the king commands and his servants per¬ 
form. But in the human encounter with God there is an even 
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deeper mystery, for not only does God "speak” to man, but by 
means of words man intercedes for man with the Almighty. 

5. Divine revelation takes place in the form of a “dialogue” 
y ^ ‘Come now, let us rea son t ogether, says the Lord” (Isaiah 1:18) 

is more than a mere figure of speech, for in Scripture God is 
continually revealed as seeking men out to converse with them, 
from the story of Eden until the proclamation of the new 
heavens and the new earth. The entire concept of the covenant 
of God with men is predicated upon two-way communication, 
even though it is God who proposes and man who accepts. Of 
conrse, in Jesus Christ the “dialogue” of God with man is evi¬ 
dent in all of its fullness, but the divine-human conversation is 
eternal, for the end of man is for fellowship and communion 
with God Himself, and for this the communication of “dia¬ 
logue” is an indispensable and focal element. 
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Implications of the Biblical View of Communication 
On the basis of the foregoing brief analysis of the Biblical view of 
communication and the implications of God’s revelation to man, it is 
evident that two inferences must be drawn: (1) the Biblical revela¬ 
tion is not absolute and (2) all divine revelation is essentially in car- 
national. 


When we say that th e Biblical revelati 

only declaring in somewhat different terms what Paul said, “for we 
see in a mirror^dimly” (1 Corinthians 13:12). This use of “absolute” 
must be clearly understood, however, for it does not mean that the 
revelation which we have received of God is not true. In fact, God’s 
revelation 

sense that there is~no 


is not absolute , we are 


Himself is absolutely true ; but it is not a 

mg mor(Por that we. kno w e v 

God . There are still many mysteries which we as finite persons^: an 
never know about the infinite. On 


in the 


ing about 


limitations in 


ime and ~ 
age (no language 
mechanism for interper- 


space (i.e., our cultural backgro 

is a perfect reflection of reality, but only 




his revelation which we have in Ch rist Jesus is a com¬ 
plete guide for all matters of faith and conduct and it is e ntirely 


other 


t, j ust because it is culturally tied to human c ategories . It is 
for this reason that we can understand something of the mystery of 
God’s nature by knowing what He has done and said. 
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As a corollary of the nonabsolute nature of the communication of 

ete objec- 

of this rev elation . The evidences of Gestalt 


God, we must also recognize 

norm 


r attain 


tivity in our understan 
psychology'xhdicate indisputably the way in which we tend to regroup 
our perceptions on the basis of onr own backgrounds and dispositions. 
Moreover, we cannot be im partial analysts of truth, viewing it from 
some distant isolation. We onrselves, regardless of our philosophical 

in everything^ that we 

perceiv e or th ink. This recognition of our own inevitable subjectivity 
and the nonabsolute character of our formulations of faith should 


or religions views, are unalterably involved 


not be a cause for discouragement or lack of faith. Rather, we should 
be led to increased humility as we recognize the boundless 
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of^God' s g race, sine e the saving faith whi ch is o urs does not come 
from us, nor is it in response to our intellect ual powers, but is_in pro¬ 
portion as we are 
our reconciliation to the will of God is not the intellect, but the 
heart, for? our sin ts not error of judgmfipt, but s tubbornness of will. 

In the^cond 'place, all divine communication^ir"essentialIjTn> 
camational, for it comes not only in words, but in life. Even if a 
truth is given only in words, it has no real validity until it has been 
translated into life. Only then does the Word of life become life to 
the receptor. The words are in a sense nothing in and of themselves. 
Even as wisdom is emptiness unless lived out in behavior, so the 
word is void unless related to experience. In the incarnation of God 
in Jesus Christ, the Word (the expression and revelation of the wis¬ 
dom of God) became flesh. This same fundamental principle has 
been followed throughout the history of the church, for God has con¬ 
stantly chosen to use not only words but hnman beings as well to wit¬ 
ness to His grace; not only the message, but the messenger; not only 
the Bible, but the church. 

The incamational principle of revelation was, of eourse, most com¬ 
pletely exemplified in Jesus Christ, who spoke as no man had even 
spoken (John 7:46). By means of words and figures of speech which 
reflected the indigenons cnlture of his day with utter naturalness, and 
by means of miracles which gave symbolic evidence of his super¬ 
natural relationship with the Father, Jesns communicated in unparal¬ 
leled ways. 

Jesus, however, also communicated by life, in utter identification 
with men and women. He, like them, knew weariness, hunger, sorrow. 


measure 
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grief, keen disappointment, and rejection, even by those who were 
closest to him. He participated fully in their lives, whether in the 
joys of a wedding feast or in the foreboding atmosphere of a simple 

meal, eaten in the shadow of his coming death. 

At various times the church h as te nded to deny the CQUHDunica- 
tional implicati 

More than once the Bible has been kept from the people and pre¬ 
served only in the language of an elite few. At the same time, such 

churches have not been incarnationally involved in the life of the 

^ . a a ^ H | | ^ ^ • • • 

people, but have retreated into a monastic escape from existence; but 

to escape from spiritual involvement in life is to expose oneself to 
spiritual death. 

The natural result of denying the necessity for witness to the truth, 

as revealed by God and as recorded and interpreted under the inspira¬ 
tion of the Spirit of God, has been the substitution of other messages, 
many of which have their complete parallels in ancient times. Like 
the Sadducees, proud of their worldly sophistication and "ecclesiasti¬ 
cal traditions/’ some men of our times have preached the church 
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rather than the go^el. As with the Pharisees, who were concerned 
with being accepted by God because of their works, and who substi¬ 
tuted their rules for the commandments of God, some today exchange 
the doctrine of God’s forgiveness of sins for mere ethical principles 
about conduct pleasing to the Eternal. Even the Essenes, those mili¬ 
tant exclu si visits, who thought they could please God only by empha¬ 
sizing their partisan tmths, have their counterparts in those who 
today proclaim separatism, rather than witnessing to the grace of God. 
Ib ere are, at the same t ime, many modem pagan s, w ho thiuk^t hp t 
God is either a person or force to be used. Therefore some would 
perform non-Biblical and nonspiritual miracles in His name, with 
their eyes on the attendance of the throngs. For these Jesus has 
already said, “And then will I declare to them, 'I never knew you; 
depart from me, you evildoers’.” (Matthew 7:23). 

to use Gc 

analysis for faith, and who think that bv th 

can tap mysterious powers, even though TKeseTare not 

through Him who is the power of God. Still others su _ 

ity_as a socially valuable my th, and will even send their children to 

Sunday School and support the ministry of the church because they 
think that, despite its basic errors, j 


227 


found in Tesus 


There are others 


SUDSCICUCI 


imple exploiting of one s 


faith, one 


ort Christian- 


is socially beneficial. It was in 





220 


Message and Mission 

this way that Cicero argued for Roman religion, even after it was dead, 

moral infl u- 
ral character. 

Unfortunately, much of the present religious revival in the West 
results from this kind of pagan pragmatism, which insists that belief 
in GocLis^ggpd, for it keeps one from worry and has positive psycho¬ 
logical advantages. If, therefore, man needs God, he should have Him, 

with all the necessary paraphernalia to enshrine Him properly, but 

should never take Him too seriously. Men want only to have a god 
whom they can manipulate. The last thing that they want is to fall 

into the hands of the living God, whose “wrath is revealed from 
heaven against all ungodliucss” (Romans 1:18). 

There are many reasons for men’s having substituted a false mes¬ 
sage for the true one, bnt at least part of the answer may be found in 
the fact that men have been confused about the iss ue of the author- 
ity of revelation. For oue thing, they have seemed to think that some 
doctrine of infallibility confirms the authority of the Bible, rather 
than realizing tha t God as the author of the revelation is its real 

then, does no siest,i n any system of exegesis, 

but in God, who has chosen to reveal Himsel f in the imp erfections 

ofJi uman language . This record was committed to the church, whose 

scribes have not infrequently made mistakes in copying it and whose 
scholars have erred in their interpretations of it. Nevertheless, it was 
th e jplan and purpose of God that the mess a 
not proclaimed by angels. But despite" the 
has received by the wanton carelessness or misguided enthusiasm of 
men, this revelation has its source in God and leads men to God. 
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The Supernatural Character of the Divine Communication 
The revelation of God in Jesus Christ and as recorded in the Scrip¬ 
tures is uniquely supernatural, for its source is none other than God 
Himself. However, God’s Spirit communicates with men today, not 
in the same way as in the full, complete, and final revelation as 

contained in the Biblical witness, but in the fact that His “Spirit 
bears witness with our spirit that we ate the children of God” (Ro¬ 
mans 8:16). Only by the supernatural activity of the Spirit can 

possibly experience for themselves the transforming gTace of God. 

This means that all that we have said previously about our communi¬ 
cating the message of life is in a sense only figurative speaking. We 
ourselves do not communicate this message; we only bear witness to 


men 
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its truth, for it is the Spirit of God that directly communicates and 
mediates this divine word. The encounter which men have is not 
merely with an idea, but with God Himself. Hence, the communica- 
tion in which we are involved is not only supernatural in content (in 
that it is derived from God); it is also supernatural in process, for the 
Spirit of God alone makes this message to live within the hearts of 
men. 

This communication of life by life is primarily through the life of 
the Son, given that men might be reconciled to God. But in a sec¬ 
ondary sense, this life is communicated by the life of the church, 
which is “to complete what is lacking in the afflictions of Christ" 

(Colossians 1:24) as “epistles read of all meu” (2 Corinthians 3:2). 
We are thus to be partners with God, identified with Him in the 
ministry of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:1, 8), called by God to be 
identified with men in order that “at the name of Jesus every knee 
should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 
tougue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father" (Philippians 2:10-11). 

On one occasion I was talking with one of the great missionary 
pioneers of Guatemala, who, then in his sixties, was getting ready to 

make one of his customary walking trips of several weeks out through 

the mountains in order to visit Indian congregations in the small 
villages. I asked him why he did not drive his ear, in view of his in¬ 
creasingly poor health (he often took sick on such trips) and the new 
road which had just gone through that region, for he could have 
driven to many of the places he proposed to visit. His reply was 

simply, “Oh, I never drive, for the people that I want to reach are not 
used to someone driving up in a car. What is more, I have never 
found a man I could not speak to about Jesus Christ, if only we 
were walking down the same road together.” 

God wanted to reveal Himself to mankind and He could do so only 
by sending His Son, who walked up and down the hot dusty paths 

of ancient Palestine and so lived before his disciples that in the end 

he could say, “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). 

This same Jesus calls upon us to walk the steamy trails of the jungle 

and the bare sidewalks of our cities, witnessing to men and women 

of God's love for them, that through us they may learn of the love of 
Christ which alone leads men to God. 
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Chapter i. An Introduction to Communication 

• Helen Keller, The Story of My Life (New York: Doubleday & Co., 
Inc., 1902). 

. Norbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings (Garden City, 

N.Y.: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1956), p. 85. 


Chapter 2. Religion and Communication 

1. The very complexity of religious phenomena has given rise to a 

number of attempts to provide some unifying approach. Perhaps 
the most significant attempts can be summarized as (1) the dream- 
to-soul view, espoused by early evolutionists, and especially by 
Edward B. Tylor, who thought that the phenomena of dreams 
explained the development of the concept of the soul, and thus of 
spiritual being, (2) the “devolutionary” concept of a corrupted 

primitive monotheism, so ardently advocated by Father Wilhelm 
Schmidt, and many others, including Zwemer, who contended that 
certain high-God concepts in some primitive societies in existence 

today are unmistakable evidence of earlier original revelatiou, (3) 

religion as social action and interaction as formulated by Emile 
Durkheim and others, (4) the functional view of religion as utili¬ 
tarian adjustment to the supernatural, a position which has appealed 
greatly to a wide range of investigators, from Bronislaw Malinowski 
to Wilson D. Wallis, and is particularly congenial to many Ameri¬ 
can pragmatists, who tend to find in all kinds of religious activity, 
from clairvoyance to witch-hunting, some type of positive function¬ 
ing, and (5) religion as the outworking of psychiatric phenomena, 
in which people project into the supernatural Tealm such conflicts 
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as guilt, dependence, hostility, or emotional attachment. (For 
relevant bibliographical data see the Bibliography.) 

Useful as these different views are, they nevertheless do not fully 
answer the difficulties. They fail to account for such essential mat¬ 
ters as (i) the relationship between magic and religion, (2) the 
extravagant overdevelopment of religion in circumstances where 
no utilitarian considerations seem to justify it, and (3) the serious 
dysfunction of religious practices and beliefs which are positively 
harmful. Moreover, these explanations do not succeed in tying 
together the widely diverse strands of religious practice in such a 
way that we can see them in terms of some integrating pattern. 
Rather, we are left with a view of religion which makes it appear 
to be an assemblage of many disconnected phenomena, including 
crystal balls, fire ordeals, peyote worship, secret passwords, puberty 
rites, death chants, exotic ceremonies, and hideous masks. 

An excellent summary of different orientations toward religion is 
contained in f. Milton Yinger, “The Influence of Anthropology on 
Sociological Theories of Religion,*' American Anthropologist 
60:487-96 (1958). 

2. K. A Busia, “Ancestor Worship,” Practical Anthropology, 6:26 

( 1 959 )- 

3. At this point it may seem that we are somewhat stretching the use 

of “communication” to include “transportation** as well. In a sense 
this is true, but we are not using communication in a way different 
from its use in theoretical cybernetic discussions. Wiener { The 
Human Use of Human Beings, p. 96), for example, discusses the 
possibility of theoretical “taping” of the physico-chemical relation¬ 
ships of human anatomical and physiological structure, including 
one’s repertoire of experience, and “communicating” such a structure. 

4. Bronislaw Malinowski, Magic, Science, and Religion (Garden City, 

N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1955), p. 41. 

5. For a full treatment of many phases of initiation rites, see Mircea 

Eliade, Birth and Rebirth (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1958). 

6. We make no attempt here to classify the enormous variety of re¬ 
ligious beliefs. This has often been done and in various ways. We 

concerned here only with those special elements of belief which 

directly and indirectly related to the communicative element 
in religious practice. 

7. For an analysis of “presentational” vs. "discursive” symbolic forms, 

Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1942). 

8. I am indebted to my colleague, William L. ^Vonderly, for this sug- 
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gestion of the analogy of prayer to revelation, though 
tively they take opposite directions. 

9. William D. Reyburn, “Kaka Kinship, Sex, and Adultery,” Practical 

Anthropology, 5:15 (1958). 
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Chapter 3. The Structure of Communication 

1. Communications engineers and linguists often use the term “target” 

to identify this third element in the communication process, but for 

our purposes “receptor” is more meaningful, since the message does 
not merely "hit” its goal, but rather has to be “received,” or decoded. 

2. Clyde Kluckhohn, “Common Humanity and Diverse Cultures,” in 

Daniel Lerner (ed.), The Human Meaning of the Social Sciences 
(New York: Meridian Books, Inc., 1959), p. 247. 

3. Robert Red field. The Primitive World and Its Transformations 

(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1953), p. 85. 

4. The question can always be raised as to what expression Jesus himself 

used. It would seem most likely that he used both, but certainly as 
far as the early church was concerned these phrases appear to have 
been almost entirely interchangeable, depending upon the partici¬ 
pants in the communication. 

5. This analysis follows in general outline the illuminating discussion 

by Mu Tsung-san, Hsu Fu-Kuan, Carson Chang, and T’ang Chiin-yi, 
published in Practical Anthropology , 6:84-89 (1959). 

6. For a stimulating discussion of basic themes in Latin American so¬ 
ciety, as they are related to missionary work, see W. Stanley Rycroft, 
Religion and Faith in Latin America (Philadelphia: The Westmin¬ 
ster Press, 1958). 

Lawrence K. Frank, “Psychology and Social Order,” in Daniel Lerner 
(ed.), The Human Meaning of the Social Sciences (New York: 
Meridian Books, Inc., 1959), p. 215. 

8. See William A. Smalley, “The World Is Too Much With Us,” 

Practical Anthropology , 5:234-36 (1958). 

9. This interpretation has been the one most generally accepted by 

most of the theologically conservative groups, but not necessarily by 
all. The Swedish Covenant Church, for example, holds to a vicarious 
atonement, but not a substitutionary one. 
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Chapter 4. Symbols and Their Meaning 

1. Roger Brown, Words and Things {Glencoe, 111 .: The Free Press, 

1958), pp. 158-60. 

2. It is recognized that writers on semantics use “sign” and “symbol” in 

somewhat different ways. Charles Morris (Signs, Language and 
Behavior [New York: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1946]) uses “signs” as a 
term to include what we here call both signs and symbols. He uses 
“signals” and “symbols” as two types of signs. Susannc K. Langer 
(Philosophy in a New Key ) makes a distinction between “signs” 
(what Morris calls “signals”) and symbols. It is this latter terminol¬ 
ogy which we are here following, because it agrees somewhat better 
with popular usage and seems to be a more useful distinction for the 
average person without special training in the field of semantics. 
Paul Tillich (see Theology of Culture [New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1959]) employs still a different distinction. For him “signs” 

include all words and objects in which the referential and concep- 
tnal meanings are parallel and immediate. He uses “symbols” only 
for instances in which there is a secondary conceptual meaning, or 

in which the referent itself constitutes a symbol of something else, 
e.g., the cross. 

3. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, p. 61. 

4. See ibid., pp. 75 ff. 

5. Martin Joos, “Semology: A Linguistic Theory of Meaning,” Studies 

in Linguistics, 13:5 3-7 2 (1958). 

6. Langer, op. cit., p. 224. 

7. Leonard Bloomfield, Linguistic Aspects of Science. Chicago: Uni¬ 
versity of Chicago Press, 1939, p- 37. 

8. The following data on the Shipibos were supplied by Mr. James 

Lauriault in personal correspondence. 

9. Undoubtedly another factor in the symbolization of Jesus Christ as 

an infant was the unconscious identification of the Mass with fer¬ 
tility cult practice and the necessity of reflecting the fact of dying 
and rising, not in terms of the cross and the empty tomb, but in 
terms of the dying Christ and the reborn Child; for this places 

Mary, as the “Mother of God,” at the emotional and mystical center 
of the cult drama. 

10. Frank, “Psychology and Social Order,” in Lerner (ed.), The Human 

Meaning of the Social Sciences, p. 216. 
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(New York: William Morrow and Co., 1055). 

3. Donald A. McGavran, The Bridges of God (London: World Do¬ 
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Practical Anthropology, 5:211-15 (1958). 

7. See H. R. Weber, The Communication of the Gospel to Illiterates 

(London: Student Christian Movement Press, 1957). 

8. A. Vilakasi, “A Reserve from Within," African Studies (1957) re¬ 
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Chapter 7. Psychological Relationships in Communication 

1. See Hendrik Kraemer’s treatment of this distinction in The Com¬ 
munication of the Christian Faith (Philadelphia: The Westminster 
Press, 1956) - 

2. Though some of the psychological problems involved in the use of 

nonlinguistic media are of intense interest, and some of the prob¬ 
lems of communication even within one’s mother tongue present 
some fascinating psychological factors, these are beyond the scope of 

the present treatment. 

3. Roger Brown, Words and Things, pp. 320-21. 

4. For further discussion of these techniques and certain others, which 

are not essentially identification, see ibid., pp. 301 ff. 

5. William A. Smalley, “Neighborliness or Proximity,” Practical An¬ 
thropology, 4:101-104 (1957). 

6. There are, of course, symbols by which the reception of a Presbyterian 

in the Christian and Missionary Alliance is welcomed, e.g., if he 
professes conversion and talks and behaves in an acceptable manner. 

7. William D. Reyhum, “Identification in the Missionary Task,” Prac¬ 
tical Anthropology , 7:1-15 ( 1 960) ■ 

8. An introduction to these problems, especially from the view¬ 
point of the Christian missionary or minister, can be found in Eugene 

A. Nida’s Customs and Cultures (New York: Harper & Brothers, 
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tion of the Christian faith (Box 307, Tarrytown, N.Y.). 
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1. The term gloss in this context reflects a usage employed by lin¬ 
guists who speak of a gloss as a literal equivalent of a foreign term. 
This usage is quite distinct from the manner in which New Testa¬ 
ment textual scholars use the word, namely, as a description of some 
added explanatory notes. 

2. Richard F. Weymouth, The New Testament in Modern Speech 

(Boston: The Pilgrim Press, 1943 [fifth edition]). 

3. E. V. Rieu, The Four Gospels (London: Penguin Books, 1952). 

4. Eugene A. Nida, Bible Translating (New York: American Bible 

Society, 1947), pp. 12-13. 

5. Hilaire Belloc, On Translating (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932). 
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versity of Chicago Press, 1957), and Dale Moody, "God's Only 
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